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PRKEFACE AND 
DEDICATION 


The year was 1966. The cultural revolution of the late sixties 
and early seventies was just beginning to break open. Ques- 
tioning of authority, including religious authority, was in the 
air. The Catholic Church had been transformed by the influ- 
ence of Pope John XXIII and the Second Vatican Council. 
“Radical theology” was all the rage among avant-garde Protes- 
tant thinkers, who dared even to discuss the “death of God.” 
In the Jewish community there was an impending sense that 
an age of complacency was at an end, that old ways had to be 
challenged and new ways tried. 

I was in my final year of rabbinic training at the Jewish 
Theological Seminary, a Conservative Jewish institution in 
New York. There I had the great privilege of studying privately 
with Abraham Joshua Heschel, one of the outstanding Jewish 
religious figures of this century. Heschel, the great prophetic 
voice of postwar America, heir to the hasidic masters, 
holocaust survivor, and friend of Martin Luther King, Jr., was 
now becoming deeply embroiled in the anti-Vietnam War 
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movement, a position quite unpopular among his faculty col- 
leagues. He understood sympathetically the great student un- 
rest that was leading to riots and violent confrontations with 
police at nearby Columbia University. His own antigovern- 
ment feelings grew from day to day, as he felt himself called 
upon to speak out ever more forcefully against policies he con- 
sidered tantamount to murder and even genocide. 

Heschel burned with prophetic zeal for the just causes to 
which he was becoming increasingly dedicated. His theology, 
which culminated in a demand for sacred deeds, seemed to 
call upon us to engage in radical action for the sake of God and 
divine justice. The emphasis on the prophets and their un- 
compromising religious and moral demands, previously the 
preserve of Reform “social gospel” rabbis, was now given new 
credence, as Heschel put the weight of his own deep learning 
and traditional roots behind it. 

But in other ways, Heschel’s theological foundations seemed 
far from what was being called “radical” in that era. He was 
more an affirmer than a questioner of religious tradition. A 
man of deep faith in a personal God and in the creation of hu- 
mans in God's image, he spoke with disdain of the “death of 
God” theologians, claiming that the very phrase was a blas- 
phemy he could scarcely bear to hear. His own prayer life and 
commitment to hasidic learning evoked a piety and devotion- 
alism that seemed to belong to another era. 

So it was that I entered his office one day in that spring and 
asked him quite directly: 

“Professor Heschel, what do you think of radical theology?” 

He replied immediately: 

“Radical theology is very important. And it must begin with 
the Sfas Emes and R. Tsadok ha-Kohen of Lublin.*” 


*R. Tsadok ha-Kohen (1823-1900) was an original and creative hasidic 
thinker and a prolific author. A disciple of the rabbis of Izbica and of R. 
Leibele Eiger of Lublin, his works, in contrast to most hasidic teachings, 
were written mainly for learned Talmud students within the walls of the 
yeshivah. They have enjoyed a recent upsurge of popularity, especially in 
Israel, where they are currently being reprinted in various augmented and 
well-indexed editions. In English, the unpublished doctoral dissertation of 
Alan Brill, The Intellectual Mysticism of R. Zadok ha-Kohen (Fordham 
University, 1994) is the most important treatment. 
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I have tried to take my teacher's words seriously. I had al- 
ready begun several years earlier to study the works of the ha- 
sidic masters, and they had become the chief source of my own 
spiritual sustenance, as they are to this day, some thirty years 
later. I already understood some of the radical implications of 
hasidic thought and the ways in which it transformed Jewish 
theology, broadening the bounds of conventional thinking 
about God, the nature of Torah, and the meaning of religious 
life. But Heschel’s challenge encouraged me to look further. 

Beginning in the early 1990s, after a quarter century of 
teaching, quoting, and occasionally translating from the Sefat 
Emet, I began to read through the five volumes of homilies in 
systematic fashion. It was apparent from the outset that I 
would offer a selection, rather than a complete translation, of 
this lengthy and often repetitive work. Of the teachings on 
each weekly Torah reading, then each holiday, I selected those 
that I felt would most readily “speak” to the contemporary 
seeker. My hope was that these would serve as a bridge be- 
tween the classical rabbinic-hasidic spirituality of the nine- 
teenth century and the very different “mystical” or “spiritual” 
Judaism that I believe is just beginning to emerge in our own 
day. I translated the teachings into English, trying to remain 
faithful to the original while supplying to the reader the addi- 
tional information needed to understand the text. Loving the 
Hebrew original of these texts as I do, it was my hope from the 
beginning that this selection might appear in a bilingual for- 
mat, as it has. I am tremendously grateful to my student Rabbi 
Shai Gluskin for having prepared a Hebrew version (beginning 
at the opposite end of this volume) that avoids the abbrevia- 
tions, ellipses, and other special features that usually make ha- 
sidic sources difficult for the uninitiated Hebrew reader. 

Early in the process, I realized that the texts alone would 
not quite provide the intended bridge between the old Jewish 
spirituality and the new. I would have to do this by adding to 
each text my own response as a contemporary Jewish seeker. 
This would come in the form of commentary, but in a loose 
sense of that term. Only occasionally do I seek to explain the 
teaching in its own historical context. More frequently I ask 
the kind of question that the hasidic masters themselves 
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asked of earlier sacred writings, especially biblical texts: “How 
can we use this text?” “If Torah is eternal, this text has to 
speak to every generation. What does it have to say to ours?” I 
address that question over and over again to the wealth of ha- 
sidic piety found in this volume. How might a seeker of today 
be addressed by this text? What would it mean for us to open 
ourselves to it, to fashion our lives in response to its call? 
What objections might we have to it? How might it be refor- 
mulated so that it speaks to our hearts as it did to those of its 
original hearers? Sometimes, in the course of these comments, 
I found myself addressing the author of the Sefat Emet di- 
rectly. Occasionally I was moved to write a comment in the 
form of a prayer. 

The fact that I ask such questions is a statement of my own 
faith that these texts can indeed address us, and very power- 
fully. I firmly believe that this link between the Jewish spiri- 
tuality of former ages and that of tomorrow can and must be 
built. Hasidism, as a condensation of the Jewish mystical tra- 
dition intended to be accessible to ordinary Jews, naturally 
should be a key part of such an effort. This Hasidism will of 
course be quite different from that taught and practiced by 
today’s surviving hasidic community. It will be hasidic 
thought at its broadest, challenged by our own very different 
life experience to open itself even more to an extended and 
somewhat universalized rereading, which will play an impor- 
tant part in the great renewal of Jewish faith just beginning in 
our age. 

In claiming this, I hope that I am keeping faith with the call. 
of my teacher, to whose beloved and revered memory I dedi- 
cate this volume. 


TO THE READER: 
HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 


Sefat Emet is a collection of hasidic teachings following the 
order of the two great liturgical cycles of Judaism: the weekly 
reading of the Torah in the synagogue and the annual proces- 
sion of the festivals. The sections of the work follow that 
order, each containing several teachings based on the Torah 
and other classical texts associated with those occasions. The 
teachings in this volume were meant for study, contempla- 
tion, and discussion. It will be best used as an accompaniment 
to your own liturgical year, as the Hebrew Sefat Emet has 
been used for generations. 

The work is preceded by a historical introduction, one that 
will hopefully enhance your appreciation of the teachings. You 
may choose to skip over the introduction at first, getting di- 
rectly to the Sefat Emet, as you would if you had the Hebrew 
original in front of you. Later, after getting to know the work 
firsthand, you might come back to learn about its historical 
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background. The important thing here is the texts themselves, 
and you are therefore urged to set sail forthwith on this sea 
of learning, turning first to the Torah or holiday portion 
approaching as you acquire and open this volume. 

A. Y. G. 


INTRODUCTION 


rrr ee er ee gy 
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You have before you a contemporary selection from the Sefat 
Emet, one of the most popular books of hasidic teaching and 
one of the most recent books to obtain “classic” status within 
the hasidic corpus. Originally published in Piotrkow, near 
Lodz, Poland, in 1905-1908, the five volumes of Sefat Emet 
have been avidly read and studied both within and beyond the 
hasidic community for nearly a century. This crowning liter- 
ary achievement of Polish Hasidism survived the near-total 
destruction of the communities where it was written and first 
studied, following the remnants of Polish Jewry and Ger 
Hasidism to Israel, America, and many other lands of their 
dispersion. 

The author of Sefat Emet is Rabbi Yehudah Leib Alter, the 
rebbe of Gora Kalwaria (called Ger in Yiddish and Gur in 
Hebrew)},'* near Warsaw. He was the grandson and heir of 


*Footnotes to the Introduction begin on page xlix. 
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Rabbi Isaac Meir Rothenberg (1799-1866),? founder of the 
hasidic dynasty associated with that town. In order to appre- 
ciate the Sefat Emet and its place in the literary corpus of Ha- 
sidism, it is necessary to understand the origins and special 
character of Ger Hasidism. Once we have placed the Sefat 
Emet in historical context, we will turn to an examination of 
its mystical teachings and the important contribution it has 
made to the development of hasidic thought. 

R. Isaac Meir, often known by the title of his book 
Hiddushey ha-RIM, was an accomplished Talmudist and legal 
authority. He belonged to the group of hasidic masters in the 
movement’s second period’ who combined hasidic leadership 
with a significant reputation for talmudic learning, including 
publication in both fields. This was the period of the ascen- 
dancy of Hasidism; peace had been achieved with the move- 
ment’s onetime rabbinic opponents, and hasidic influence was 
spreading throughout most of Jewish eastern Europe. Hasidism 
now sought to reintegrate itself with the values of rabbinic so- 
ciety, especially that of intellectual rigor.‘ More specifically, 
R. Isaac Meir was a key figure in the group of highly learned 
and intellectual leaders of the distinctively Polish school of 
Hasidism. This “branch” of Hasidism developed first in Przy- 
sucha’ and Kotsk but came to dominate much of hasidic life in 
central Poland, including the Warsaw and Lodz areas, by the 
middle of the nineteenth century. The Sefat Emet may be seen 
as a key text of this “Polish school” of Hasidism—indeed, per- 
haps, its crowning achievement. 

Hasidism had been introduced to central Poland (the former 
“Kingdom of Poland” or “Congress” area) around the turn of 
the nineteenth century by followers of the original hasidic 
masters who lived to the south and east in Galicia and Volhy- 
nia.° These traced themselves back to the original court of 
R. Dov Baer of Miedzyrzec (1704-1772), creator of the hasidic 
movement as such, and through him to R. Israel Ba’al Shem 
Tov (1700-1760), the central figure around whom Hasidism 
first began to develop. Jewish life in this part of Poland had a 
somewhat different character from that of the southern and 
eastern regions. Polish Jews tended to be more urbanized than - 
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those in Volhynia or eastern Galicia. Fewer Polish Jews lived 
in the relative isolation of village communities, earning their 
livelihood from the old “arenda” or tax-farmer contracts with 
Polish magnates. Jews in central Poland, a largely flat plain, 
lived in larger cities and in towns that were closer and more 
accessible to one another, compared with the more sparsely 
settled regions in and beyond the Carpathian Mountains. This 
urban tendency increased significantly over the course of the 
nineteenth century with the advent of the Industrial Revolu- 
tion, when impoverished Jewish tradesmen and small-scale 
shopkeepers turned for work to the newly organized textile 
factories in larger cities, vastly increasing the Jewish popula- 
tions of such places as Warsaw, Lodz, Radom, and Rzeszow. 
Jews in this area also tended to see themselves as more so- 
phisticated and less credulous than their Ukrainian/Galician 
counterparts. Ukrainian Jewish life is frequently portrayed as 
characterized by a rich lode of folk-belief and superstition, ac- 
companied by relative ignorance of talmudic learning at its 
higher levels.” While Poland was not home to great yeshivot 
in the early nineteenth century,’ the level of learning, or at 
least the self-perception of Jews as living in an area of high 
Jewish culture, was superior to that of those to the east. 
Christian hatred of Jews was an integral part of Jewish life 
experience throughout the region. As the Industrial Revolu- 
tion developed, economic competition and jealousy combined 
with ancient Christian myth to keep the Jews’ situation ever 
difficult and precarious. Still, there seems to have been less 
insecurity and fear of gentiles in Congress Poland than in Vol- 
hynia and especially in Podolia (home of the Ba’al Shem Tov), 
an area sparsely settled by Jews and close to the trans-Dnieper 
section of southern Russia, where the seminomadic Cossacks 
still held sway and where Jewish residence was not permitted. 
The dismemberment of the former Polish kingdom, begin- 
ning in 1772, meant that central Poland was under the rule of 
the czars. This area, the historic heartland (“kingdom”) of 
Poland, was also the center of Polish cultural-intellectual life 
and the hotbed of growing Polish national consciousness. To a 
degree, some enlightened Poles in this region were beginning 
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in the nineteenth century to see Jews as fellow-victims of 
czarist oppression, a view that somehow coexisted alongside 
ongoing discrimination against Jews as religious pariahs and 
economic rivals. 

Hasidism was introduced to Congress Poland by two key fig- 
ures in the third/fourth generation of hasidic leadership, 
R. Jacob Isaac Horowitz (1745-1815) of Lublin’ and R. Israel 
(1733-1814) of Kozienice.’ Both of them, following the general 
impulse within early Hasidism to spread the movement’s im- 
pact ever farther, brought with them the type of hasidic reli- 
gious enthusiasm and popular mystical teaching that were 
prevalent throughout the movement. R. Jacob Isaac, known 
popularly as the Seer of Lublin, was especially well known for 
having unusual psychic powers, a phenomenon he probably 
shared with the Ba’al Shem Tov himself and several other ha- 
sidic masters. He was also an unabashed miracle worker, one 
who did not hesitate to pray for the material as well as the spir- 
itual welfare of his followers. The seer’s writings'' show him 
to have been quite at home in the teachings of the Miedzyrzec 
school, including the more abstract and mystical among them. 
In general we may say that he brought to this new region an 
authentic representation of Volhynian Hasidism, including 
both its most sophisticated and its most popular sides. 

The Maggid (or “preacher”) of Kozienice was a somewhat 
different figure. He brought the fatherly warmth of popular 
Ukrainian Hasidism to a court that seemed to function as an 
extended family surrounding a beloved elder. While not op- 
posed to miracle working, he was less known for visionary 
powers than was the Seer, though the extraordinary power of 
his prayers and intercessions were an important factor in at- 
tracting the large following that gathered about him. He com- 
bined this folklike image with a degree of learning and a love 
of books for which he became especially known. The 
Kozienicer collected ancient Hebrew manuscripts and was re- 
sponsible for the first publication of several important ancient 
writings of the Jewish mystical tradition. 

R. Isaac Meir, the grandfather of the Sefat Emet, came from 
the little town of Magnuszew, which was quite near to 
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Kozienice.* When he was still a boy, his parents took him to 
the nearby hasidic master or rebbe, R. Israel. There he had his 
first exposure to hasidic learning, and he quickly came to be 
seen as the most promising young student in the Kozienicer’s 
circle. Because he showed great progress in his studies (his 
father was the rabbi of Magnuszew and a man of considerable 
learning), the young Isaac Meir was wedded, immediately fol- 
lowing his Bar Mitzvah, to the daughter of a wealthy member 
of the growing Warsaw Jewish banking community." His 
father-in-law, as was the custom, took him to live in Warsaw, 
where he became known as “the Warsaw prodigy,” a young 
genius of talmudic lore. After the death of Rabbi Israel of 
Kozienice in 1814, Isaac Meir became a follower of the rabbi’s 
son Moses Eliakim Beriah (1777-1828). Soon,“ however, he 
became attracted to the newly developing and more distinc- 
tively intellectual circle of Hasidim around R. Simha Bunem 
(1767~—1827) of Przysucha. 

R. Simha Bunem was an anomaly in the hasidic world.'* He 
is the first hasidic master to have had something of a Western 
education; he worked as a pharmacist before he began his ca- 
reer as rebbe.'* While the Ba’al Shem Tov and others had com- 
bined a knowledge of herbal medicines with amulet writing 
as tools of healing, their sources were strictly on the level of 
rural folk knowledge. R. Simha Bunem is of a different class. 
Even prior to working as a pharmacist, he had served as a busi- 
ness agent for the important Bergson (Berkson) merchant 
family,” maintaining commercial ties to the somewhat Ger- 
manized city of Danzig, where he is said to have traveled reg- 
ularly. One has the sense (partly from repeated denials in the 
hasidic sources!) that the “hasidic master” phase of R. Bunem’s 
life represented a return to greater commitment after a prior 
life in which at least the values of intense piety, if not the 
commandments themselves, might have been somewhat ne- 
glected. The sources say quite openly that he consorted with 
nonpious Jews and that he dressed in Western clothing —s 
this period of his life. 

The Przysucha circle'* seems to have been more a peer group 
of learned young men, led by an older mentor figure, than it 
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was a locally based center of following for a wonder-working 
tsaddik. The very exceptional group of scholars and future 
leaders of Hasidism, unrivaled by any save for the original dis- 
ciples of Dov Baer of Miedzyrzec, came from all over the re- 
gion rather than from near Przysucha itself.’ Key figures in 
the circle were R. Menahem Mendel of Kotsk” (1787-1859), 
R. Isaac of Warka (1779-1848), R. Mordecai Joseph of Izbica® 
(1801-1853), R. Abraham of Ciechanow (1784-1875), and 
R. Isaac Meir. As leader of this group, R. Simha Bunem called 
for a rededication to the principles of Hasidism on the high- 
est level. These included a prayer-life of passionate intensity, a 
love of learning as a religious act, and a sense of caring for 
one’s fellow Jews. His own somewhat odd background seems 
to have aroused considerable opposition in more conventional 
rabbinic and hasidic circles,” creating an atmosphere of con- 
troversy that was loved and cultivated by the fiery group of 
young men who surrounded him. 


— i 


The Hasidism of Przysucha, and especially that of Kotsk which 
followed it, is in part to be seen as a puritanical reform move- 
ment within Hasidism, the most influential of several that 
have come to be during the course of the movement's history.” 
The success of Hasidism and the fact that several generations 
had passed since the original revival called forth by the Ba’al 
Shem Tov’s followers had inevitably led to the emergence of a 
highly stylized hasidic piety. For many, self-definition as a 
Hasid had less to do with the heart’s openness or with the sim- 
ple awareness of God that the Ba’al Shem Tov had taught than 
with such externals as forms of prayer, special garb, dynastic 
loyalties, and an ever-growing welter of particular customs and 
practices, often in imitatation of the personal behavior of one 
holy man or another.” In Przysucha there was no room for such 
behavior. Personal integrity was seen as the key to authentic 
religiosity. R. Mendel of Kotsk, the successor of R. Simha 
Bunem,* conducted relentless war against any sort of deriva- 
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tive or imitative religious behavior, denouncing it all as. sham 
piety. He offered no tolerance for a Hasidism defined by any 
sort of “style” or outward manifestation of religiosity. He dis- 
missed as false display any extreme act of piety not required 
by Jewish Law. 

From the viewpoint of other, more traditionalist, hasidic 
leaders, Kotsk represented a certain betrayal of the hasidic 
ideal. The imitation of the tsaddik (and his revered ancestors} 
played an important and positive role in hasidic life as it was 
usually understood. The tsaddik’s loving ability to accept all 
Jews, despite their faults and shortcomings, was also a key to 
the movement’s growth. Kotsk had about it a strong self- 
critical edge that was new to Hasidism and undoubtedly 
frightening to those who stood outside this elite circle. There 
was a certain militancy evident here, a sense that the real task 
of Hasidism was nothing less than that of transforming the 
self, a battle that could be won if approached with sufficient 
dedication, constancy, and lack of self-deception. This was a 
far cry from the Hasidism—which also continued to exist in 
Poland—of dependence on miracle workers, amulets, and the 
merits of the righteous dead.* 

Study of the law itself played an important role in this par- 
ticular “Polish school” of Hasidism. While the earlier masters 
had also encouraged study and seen it as an essential religious 
duty, there was a certain ambivalence in their attitudes toward 
what had long been considered the essential subject of Jewish 
learning, especially in Poland: the legal discourses of the Tal- 
mud and its commentaries.”” Hasidic learning had focused 
rather on Mishnah (the learning of which was encouraged by 
certain kabbalistic associations), on the aggadic or nonlegal 
sections of the Talmud, and on the Zohar and other mystical 
writings. Such learning tended toward the creation of inspired 
Sabbath table-talks, drawing on a wealth of these earlier 
sources; these in turn became the basic texts of the new ha- 
sidic literature. With only rare exceptions, the early hasidic 
masters did not have (or did not care to foster) the erudition 
to produce learned tomes of halakhic discourse in the classic 
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One reason for this change in curriculum was an extreme 
suspiciousness, even to the point of mocking, of those who 
claimed to have attained understanding of mystic truths or 
high levels of kabbalistic knowledge. Such understanding was 
beyond the ken of that generation, the Kotsker taught, and 
claims to the contrary were to be treated with the greatest 
wariness, to say the least.“ Since we cannot truly understand 
the mystical writings, there is little point in studying them. 
Thus the chief object of study among the Kotsker’s disciples 
became nigleh, the “revealed” Torah, consisting of talmudic 
and later legal sources, especially the tractates dealing with the 
civil code. These most difficult legal writings, considered by 
non-hasidic scholars to be the very heart of Jewish law, were 
now the center of hasidic learning as well, though peppered 
with an occasional sharp flash of spiritual or moral insight into 
the seemingly dense and often obscure matters at hand. 

Part of this change in the curriculum of studies was brought 
about, as we have said, by a suspicion of would-be mystics. 
But it also had to do with a reassertion of ethical concerns, the 
subject matter of those tractates. Religion needed to be re- 
rooted in this-worldly decency, the Kotsker insisted, rather 
than in lofty flights of fancy. Typical of this Polish hasidic eth- 
ical sensibility is an interesting “historiographic” comment 
offered on the famous Mishnah: “The world stands upon three 
things: Torah, worship, and deeds of kindness.” This comment 
divides Jewish history into three periods: From the days of 
Moses until the time of R. Isaac Luria (1534-1572), it claims, 
the world was based on Torah. From the time of Luria until 
the advent of R. Elimelech of Lezajsk (d. 1786; seen as the 
“grandfather” of Polish Hasidism}, the world stood upon wor- 
ship. Since his day, however, the world exists because of deeds 
of kindness.” The Kotsker is often described with reference to 
the scriptural quotation, “Truth grows from the ground” 
(Ps. 85:12),° which is frequently quoted in sayings attributed 
to him, meaning either that emet, long known as “the seal of 
God,” must be based on honest behavior here on earth or, even 
more sharply, that truth lies buried beneath the lies of a sup- 
posedly pious but corrupt society. This radical shift in empha- 


INTRODUCTION xxiii 


sis did not deny the truth or value of mystical texts written in 
former generations, but it left virtually no room for the cur- 
rent cultivation of such an approach. There were mystics and 
even kabbalists to be found among Hasidim in the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century,” but not in Kotsk. 

R, Isaac Meir was a key member of the inner circle in both 
Przysucha and Kotsk. While he had taken on R. Simha Bunem 
as his master, R. Mendel of Kotsk was more an older peer (he 
was twelve years older than R. Isaac Meir) to him, the one 
among the Przysucha circle who assumed leadership after their 
shared master’s death. The years of the Kotsker’s leadership 
saw the intimate circle of fiery young men who had gathered in 
Przysucha become the most important religious personalities 
in the Jewish community of Poland. By the time of the 
Kotsker’s death in 1859, tens of thousands of Jews saw them- 
selves to one degree or another as followers of those spiritual 
figures who had been forged in the crucible of R. Menahem 
Mendel’s demanding and uncompromising school for leaders. 

Paradoxically, it may have been the very elitist character of 
the Kotsk circle’s ideology that became the source of its 
ultimate success. While westernization (in the form of 
Haskalah) had not yet made serious inroads into Polish Jewry 
in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, a spirit of crit- 
ical thought and rationalism was able to find a home within 
Hasidism through Kotsk. Young men who were incredulous 
of the miracle tales and pious superstitions that so often ac- 
companied Hasidism were here able to have the best of both 
worlds: the intense brotherhood of a community devoted to 
spiritual pursuits, mostly living within the approved norms of 
tradition, together with the legitimation of their own ques- 
tioning and doubts, justified by the inevitably greater doubts 
and challenges to popular faith raised by the mysterious 
rebbe himself. 

The circle of Kotsk disciples underwent a significant crisis 
during the later years of their leader's life. From around 1840” 
until his death in 1859, the Kotsker, always short-fused and 
somewhat irascible, completely lost patience with the 
demands of life as a public figure and became increasingly 
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reclusive. Some who opposed Kotsk said that he had become a 
madman, hiding in his own room and appearing only occa- 
sionally—often to the terror of those visiting his house of 
study. One leading disciple, R. Mordecai Joseph Leiner, left 
him at the beginning of that period, founding the separate dy- 
nasty of Izbica Hasidism. Others, notably the future rebbes of 
Aleksander, Ger, and Warka, stood by their master, often act- 
ing in his place when the public need demanded. 

By the time of the Kotsker’s death, it had become accepted 
in Polish hasidic circles that the Hasidim would follow the de- 
ceased master’s leading disciple as the new rebbe, rather than 
the master’s son. This type of succession had already taken 
place in the cases of the R. Jacob Isaac of Lublin, R. Jacob Isaac 
of Przysucha, and R. Simha Bunem. In each of these cases, it 
should be noted, there was a son who succeeded in the direct 
dynastic line of his father, with a small group of locally based 
Hasidim connected to the family remaining loyal to him.” 
But the majority went with the disciple, there being a sense 
that the true charisma of leadership was passed, as in the days 
of the Ba’al Shem Tov, from master to disciple rather than 
from father to son. This too reflected the reformist character 
of Polish Hasidism and its desire to base itself on a search for 
the true presence of the spirit in the current moment rather 
than on tradition and memory of past glories. 

R. Isaac Meir, who was then living in Warsaw, was chosen 
by the inner circle of R. Mendel’s followers to be the next 
leader. Warsaw, the Polish capital that only about half a cen- 
tury earlier had still forbidden Jewish residence, now became 
the hasidic “capital” of Poland as well. A building was pur- 
chased on “Iron Street” (Eisen-gas in Yiddish) that was to re- 
main the Warsaw headquarters of R. Isaac Meir’s descendants 
and followers down to the years of Polish Jewry’s final de- 
struction. After seven years, however, the new rebbe decided 
that Warsaw was not a good setting for a growing hasidic 
court. The large numbers of young men who came to Warsaw 
as his followers, many of them from impoverished small 
towns, might be too attracted by the many commercial op- 
portunities and even the freethinking ideas that flourished in 
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the fast-growing capital. They would be religiously “safer” in 
a smaller place, one where the spiritual climate, at least of the 
Jewish community, could be more assuredly dominated by the 
hasidic spirit. For this purpose he chose Gora Kalwaria, a place 
where his father had once served as rabbi.* Moving there in 
about 1860, he turned that town (population in 1860: 1401 
Jews, 707 Christians*) into one of the most important centers 
of Polish Hasidism and of Jewish learning. R. Isaac Meir 
agreed, however, to visit Warsaw at least twice a year and con- 
duct a tish (a hasidic “table”) there, so as not to abrogate his 
claim as chief hasidic influence in the capital. 


—— Ii 


The brief period in which R. Isaac Meir served as leader of 
Polish Hasidism was important in solidifying the place of 
Hasidism as a leading force within the “official” Jewish com- 
munity. The Kotsker had disdained political influence and con- 
tacts with powerful people, even while his disciples saw to it 
that his court was supported by the Bergsons and other wealthy 
followers. Although the leading rabbis of Poland could not but 
have been impressed with the high level of Torah study fos- 
tered by Kotsk, the unconventional attitudes of the Kotsker 
kept them somewhat at a distance. R. Isaac Meir was seen as a 
figure of greater respectability than his master had been, par- 
ticularly during the Kotsker’s long period of isolation.* When 
Ger replaced Kotsk as the center of Polish Hasidism, the new 
leader made a great effort to link himself, through learned cor- 
respondence as well as in personal meetings, with his fellow 
halakhic authorities throughout eastern Europe. He had a close 
relationship with R. Dov Berush Meisels, Rabbi of Warsaw 
from 1854 to 1870, and was in touch with many of the leading 
rabbis of both Poland and Russia. These contacts, made possi- 
ble only by R. Isaac Meir’s high level of talmudic erudition,” 
effected for Polish Hasidism that which had already happened 
in Galicia a generation earlier: a thorough joining of the hasidic 
with the rabbinic leadership, so that the former lines between 
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Hasidim and their onetime opponents virtually disappeared. 
Marriages between offspring of hasidic dynasties and great rab- 
binic families had already become commonplace, and the same 
important merchant and banking families often provided the 
economic support for both sorts of leadership. This effort may 
be said to mark the final victory of Hasidism in gaining full re- 
spectability in the Polish-Jewish community.” That it took 
place in the face of a growing common enemy, Western-style 
“enlightenment” and the beginnings of assimilation, should 
come as no surprise. 

R. Isaac Meir was, however, not granted a lengthy “reign” 
as leader of his own community. He had suffered the tragedy 
of seeing many of his children, including all his sons, die 
within his own lifetime. Of his sons, only the eldest survived 
to adulthood; R. Abraham Mordecai (1815-1855) was the 
father of the Sefat Emet. His death was a particularly great loss 
and disappointment to his father. In his later years, along with 
the burdens of communal leadership and the writing of sev- 
eral volumes of novellae and teachings, R. Isaac Meir devoted 
much time to the personal education of his grandson, who had 
now become his heir.” The future author of the Sefat Emet 
went frequently to Kotsk with his grandfather; he was twelve 
years old when the Kotsker died. R. Isaac Meir suffered his 
own final illness in 1866, leaving behind him a community 
once again in search of a leader, and a grandson, his successor 
within the family, a young man of only nineteen years. It was 
understood among the Hasidim that this young man was not 
yet ready for the large-scale following that being rebbe of Ger 
would entail. Thus it was, again following what by now had 
become “tradition” within Polish Hasidism, that the disciples 
turned to R. Henikh of Aleksander (1798-1870),*' the best- 
known surviving member of the Przysucha circle, to serve as 
the leader of Hasidism in Poland. 

It was four years later, after the death of the Rabbi of Alek- 
sander,” that the “crown” of Polish Hasidism returned to 
Ger. The young rebbe, married to the daughter of R. Yehudah 
Kaminer,* a member of the Warsaw circle of Hasidim and the 
scion of a distinguished rabbinic family,“ had changed his 
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name to Aryeh (another cognate of Leib} in deference to his 
father-in-law. Although he had begun composing written 
teachings from the time of his grandfather's death, he later 
came to dismiss those as juvenalia,“ and his formal body of 
teachings, included in the Sefat Emet, begins in 1871, after 
his appointment as rebbe. 

Throughout the more than three decades that he served as 
Gerer rebbe, from 1871 to 1905, R. Yehudah Leib maintained a 
distinguished reputation for great learning, for personal in- 
tegrity, and for upholding the high reputation of the Gerer 
court in an age when Hasidism, and religious life generally, 
was losing its hold over a large part of the Jewish people. He 
and his family lived in relatively modest style, supported by 
the income from a tobacco shop run by his wife. While many 
of his Hasidim had come to possess great wealth, he refused 
to accept gifts from them and did not allow himself to profit 
personally from their successes. He maintained good relations 
with the rabbinic authorities of his day, continuing the trend 
already started by his grandfather. In his years the yeshivot in 
Ger, Warsaw, and other towns under his influence grew and 
prospered, educating thousands of young men in the spirit of 
talmudic acumen, strict personal piety, and a degree of open- 
ness to questioning and even skepticism, as originally culti- 
vated in Kotsk. By far his greatest work, however, was the 
tremendous outpouring of discourse and personal teaching of- 
fered to his disciples on each Sabbath and festival over the 
course of all those years, collected in the work known to us 
as Sefat Emet. 

The homilies that make up the Sefat Emet were not given 
that title by their author. Although there is little doubt that 
he intended the eventual publication of his carefully collected 
teachings, the volume was incomplete and untitled at his 
death in 1905. The brief introduction to the first volume, 
reprinted in the later offset editions, is signed by “the sons and 
sons-in-law of the holy rabbi, our master, teacher, and rabbi of 
Gur, may the righteous one’s memory be a blessing unto the 
life of the world-to-come.” There they tell us that the manu- 
script of this work, in the author’s own hand, was lacking a 
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title, and that they called it Sefat Emet, based on an interpre- 
tation of Proverbs 12:19 found in the last teaching he had en- 
tered into the collection, a comment on parashat va-yehi for 
1904/05. There emet (truth) is associated with the speech of 
all Israel, “because the witness to God is not the individual 
person but the totality of Israel.” As is often the case with 
later teachings in the Sefat Emet, this homily is a variant on 
one he had offered five years earlier, in the same parashah for 
1899/1900. There Jacob represents truth, and the sons gath- 
ered around his deathbed are the lips that bring this truth to 
expression in language. Jacob’s truth would be silent were it 
not for the tribes who bring it into words. 

I would suggest that, in a perhaps only partly conscious way, 
this reading of Jacob’s deathbed scene had another level of 
meaning to R. Yehudah Leib Alter as well. Jacob, the quality of 
truth, represents R. Mendel of Kotsk, who is often referred to 
as “the pillar of truth” and who was known, as we have said, 
for absolute devotion to truth and integrity in all walks of life. 
This utter insistence on truth had the effect of silencing all 
expressions of the spiritual life. It made the Kotsker a radical 
minimalist in religious language and frightened his disciples 
into the same position. R. Yehudah Leib realized that this nec- 
essary and well-intended cooling of hasidic exaggeration and 
hyperbole also had the more far-reaching effect of denying any 
possibility of religious speech at all. There was nothing one 
could say regarding the spiritual life or the inner universe of 
faith that did not fall victim to this ever sharp Kotsker 
scrutiny. The lips were silenced, and the inner Torah became 
truly nistar (hidden) once again; only nigleh could be spoken 
of in Kotsk. In fact, for the last nineteen years of the Kotsker’s 
life there had been total silence when it came to religious cre- 
ativity; there were no new teachings delivered by the rebbe in 
all those years. R. Yehudah Leib sees the task of Ger as that 
of restoring speech to the (silent) truth of faith, safah to emet, 
of recreating, on the far side of Kotsker questioning, a new and 
simplified religious language, one that can express higher or 
deeper truth without falling prey to the question of whether 
anyone in our time can attain such high rungs of knowledge. 
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He does so by insisting that the insights he offers belong to all 
of Israel. Expressed in simple terms, they are truths that con- 
form to the intuition implanted within the soul of each and 
every Jew. No Kabbalah beyond a bare minimum of vocabu- 
lary is required here. The mystical insight offered in Sefat 
Emet is at once too direct and too profound to be the exclu- 
sive property of those who know the occult lore. This creation 
of a post-kabbalistic Jewish mystical language is a major goal 
of the Sefat Emet, which might also be translated as Honest 
Talk. The Sefat Emet, heir both to Kotsk and to the earlier ha- 
sidic tradition, was something of a mystic, though not a Kab- 
balist. Only very seldom in the five volumes of his collected 
homilies do we find him referring to the sefirot in anything 
but a psychological or moralizing way. There is no reference to 
the four worlds, the partsufim, or other key features of the lan- 
guage associated with later Kabbalah and present in the writ- 
ings of the Lubavitch and Zydachov/Komarno schools of 
Hasidism, which may at least in this sense be called “kabbal- 
istic.” True, R. Yehudah Leib often quotes “the holy Zohar,” 
and it is clear that he studied it, as he did the “Midrash 
Rabbah,” as he prepared his weekly discourses. But the Zohar 
provides him essentially with homiletical material that he 
uses or sets aside at will, rather than with a full system of 
thought or symbolic expression. Most important, the Zohar 
provides an ancient and venerated example of a spiritualized 
reading of the parashah, which is precisely what the Sefat 
Emet is seeking to create for his own listeners and readers.“ 
Unlike most hasidic collections, the Sefat Emet is presented 
as a series of dated homilies on each Torah portion and festi- 
val over the period of some thirty-three years of its author’s 
“reign” as Gerer rebbe. Like nearly all the printed collections of 
hasidic teachings, these are written Hebrew synopses of much 
longer talks given in Yiddish,” typically at the Friday evening 
tish (the rebbe’s communal “table”) and at se’udah shelishit, 
the concluding “third meal” of the Sabbath. But here we are 
given the opportunity to see how a theme developed in the 
preacher’s mind over the course of several decades; the later 
teachings are often combinations of themes that had appeared 
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earlier, reworked for application to a new situation that con- 
fronted his Hasidim. Although these talks, like all sermons, 
surely often had contemporary points of reference, these are 
never mentioned directly in the text. The hasidic rebbe, we 
should recall, is “saying Torah”; his teaching is seen as a part of 
the ongoing revelation of the divine Word. As such it would be 
unseemly for him to make mention of contemporary events 
that would pin down the eternal Word to a particular time and 
place. For us as latter-day readers, that is all to the good, as the 
texts retain a lasting currency they could not have if “dated” 
(in both senses) by reference to historical particulars. 

The rebbe’s tish is a celebratory event, a sacred meal at 
which he functions in a manner reminiscent of the ancient 
priest presiding over the holy altar. The food at this table, of 
which he eats but sparsely, is then considered holy, and is 
rapidly divided among the eager disciples. In some hasidic dy- 
nasties, song at the table takes a place of primacy, lasting 
nearly through the night. In Ger, however, the tish is to be seen 
primarily as an educational session, the time when the rebbe 
shares teachings intended to inculcate values into his assem- 
bled Hasidim. In this Torah-centered Hasidism, where both 
master and disciples valued learning so highly, the weekly 
teachings of the rebbe were the great gift of each Shabbat. 

The thirty-three years of R. Yehudah Leib’s reign as rebbe of 
Ger were a time of great transformation in the life of Polish 
Jewry. Urbanization was a maior factor: the Jewish population 
of Warsaw grew from 72,800 in 1864 to 306,000 in 1910, largely 
due to migration from the countryside.” The influence of 
Haskalah, or Western enlightenment, and the growth of a 
Haskalah-oriented Hebrew press stood as an important coun- 
terpoint to hasidic domination of the spiritual life of Warsaw 
Jewry. Assimilation and Polonization of upper-class Jews were 
also widespread phenomena; the assimilationist party actually 
controlled the official Warsaw community throughout R. 
Yehudah Leib’s years as rebbe of Ger and Warsaw. Secular lit- 
erature in Yiddish began to appear in the mid-nineteenth cen- 
tury and also began to offer a contrary value system to that 
propounded by the hasidic community. In the later years of 
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R. Yehudah Leib’s reign, both Zionism and socialism became 
major factors in the lives of a great many Warsaw Jews. While 
statistics are hard to come by, it is fair to say that between 1871 
and 1904 an increasingly significant percentage of Warsaw 
Jewry was less and less faithful to the norms of Jewish practice 
and the old way of life that Hasidism had come to represent. 

Reading through the volumes of Sefat Emet, the reader can- 
not but marvel at how clearly their author articulates his cen- 
tral theme of inwardness and spirituality, and how frequently 
he comes back to it. Especially given the battles with secular- 
ization and modernity that he and his Hasidim were fighting 
in the last decades of the nineteenth century, the emphasis he 
chooses to place on this spiritual theme is absolutely remark- 
able. It is by no means clear that such emphasis was to his 
“advantage” in this struggle. Ger was working hard to achieve 
and maintain dominance over Jewish religious life in central 
Poland; this included the building of yeshivot, educational re- 
form from within, and efforts to overcome remaining religious 
resistance to Hasidism. The constant spiritualist refrain of the 
Sefat Emet is addressed primarily to his own Hasidim, as 
though to remind them regularly that all their efforts were for 
the sake of this higher goal of mystical consciousness, one 
that was not to be lost while at work on building the earthly 
trappings of a powerful religious movement. If he wanted to 
remind them of how their value system was essentially differ- 
ent from that of the non-hasidic Orthodox world, as well as 
from those of the increasing forces of secularism and materi- 
alism, he did so by this constant emphasis on inward spiritu- 
ality as the true goal. 


— 


Although the legacy of Kotsk did not permit him to be a kab- 
balist, I have claimed R. Yehudah Leib as a mystic. Because of 
this, his agenda is no longer identical to that of the Kotsker. 
The revolution of Kotsk has already taken place. The battle 
against a Hasidism centered on popular wonder workers has 
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been won, at least within the Polish hasidic leadership circle. 
A group of hasidic rebbes has arisen that claims no miracles 
for itself other than that of fashioning disciples who combine 
true religious awareness with a life of learning and good deeds. 
This “miracle” is performed in the only way possible: by con- 
stant exemplary behavior on the part of leaders and by the 
hard work of self-mastery and study among the disciples. 

The Sefat Emet fully believes in the principles of this revo- 
lution and remains faithful to them. Nevertheless, he repre- 
sents a return to mystical consciousness, to the insights of the 
Ba’al Shem Tov, now to be expressed again in simple and di- 
rect language. He believes fervently that the truest existence— 
sometimes he insists that it is the only true existence—is that 
of the innermost point, the source and true essence of all that 
is. Everything else is mere garb, the infinitely varied costumes 
with which this point that animates all being has chosen to 
cloak itself. This term, offered in typically poor hasidic He- 
brew, is key to his religious self-expression and comes up hun- 
dreds of times within his writings. It may be translated as 
“innermost point,” “core of being,” “inward reality.” Some- 
times it appears combined with the term hiyyut, “life-force”; 
nekudat ha-hiyyut would be the “inner life-point.” Dispens- 
ing even with the degree of old mystical language that had 
been present in Hasidism since the Maggid of Miedzyrzec,” he 
uses his own much simpler terms to verbalize the basic mys- 
tic insight in most direct and sometimes startling ways.” 


All things are brought into being by Him. But the point is hidden and 
we have to expand it. This depends upon the point within us, for the 
more we expand our own souls, the more God is revealed to us in 
every place. This is the meaning of “When YHWH your God widens 
your border” (Deut. 12:20}—when the point spreads forth and expands 
throughout the human soul.*! 


The “jump” from speaking of YHWH as Creator to “the 
point” within all things takes place almost too quickly, as this 
book consists of briefly summarized homilies rather than 
clearly argued theological discourses, But the “God revealed 
in every place” is clearly identical to the expanded “point.” 
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The relationship of both of these to YHWH is less than clear. 
Does “point” refer to the divine presence accessible to us 
within all things? Is YHWH identical with that point or 
transcendent to it? Let us try another passage. Here Torah is 
depicted as God's agent in creation, a well-known midrashic 
motif: 


Torah gives life to all of creation, measuring it out to each creature. But 
that life-point (nekudah hiyyut {!]) which garbs itself within a particu- 
lar place to give it life—it has no measure of its own, for it is beyond 
both time and nature. It was of this point that the rabbis said: “It [‘He?’] 
is the place of the world, but the world is not its [‘His’?] place.”. . 

This is true of the human soul as well, it too has no measure. Scrip- 
ture refers to the One who “forms the person’s spirit within” (Zech. 
12:1). The more one transcends the body, the more one is capable of re- 
ceiving soul. But the soul itself is without limit. The same is true of 
the world’s soul, since the person is a microcosm.” 


The midrashic passage quoted is the locus classicus in rab- 
binic sources for theologies of emanation and ultimately for 
the panentheistic position of early hasidic theology. It is uni- 
versally understood as applying to God: “He is the place of the 
world. ...” Reading it here in reference to the inner point, we 
come very close to an identification of God with the nekudah. 
The point is infinite, beyond measure or limit. It remains un- 
clear how aware the Sefat Emet is of the paradox, or perhaps 
the mathematical ingenuity, of his claim. A point is by defin- 
ition infinitesimal; indeed it is smaller than any measure. To 
say that this infinite smallness is in fact infinite vastness, a 
limitless Oneness that contains all the world within itself, 
would be a formulation hardly surprising to either kabbalist 
or contemporary physicist. Such a paradoxical formulation is 
precisely typical of the HaBaD sources that seem to stand in 
the background of this formulation by the Sefat Emet.™ 
There are indeed passages in Sefat Emet where one has the 
impression of reading a theistic mystic, one who believes in a 
transcendent and unknown God who has allowed Himself to 
become manifest in the inner point, this manifestation being 
knowable to those who turn away from externals, especially of 
the corporeal sort, and open themselves to seeing what lies 
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within. But in other passages the Sefat Emet seems much 
closer to a panentheistic theology. Here the discovery of the 
inner point is a direct experience of knowing God, and thus of 
re-effecting the cosmic unity. In these passages no distinction 
appears to be made between YHWH, the innermost point of 
all existence, the hiyyut or life-energy that sustains the uni- 
verse, and the cosmic soul. Most commonly, the Sefat Emet 
gives the impression of a work that treads carefully, seeking 
to maintain the theistic language of normative Jewish piety to 
express a theology that leans heavily toward the panentheistic 
side. Let us have a look at another passage, this time along 
with its homiletic setting, a comment on the passage imme- 
diately preceding Jacob’s first meeting with Rachel at the well: 


“He looked, and there was a well in the field, and there were three 
flocks of sheep lying down by it, for from that well the flocks were 
watered. But the stone was large on the mouth of the well. When all 
the flocks were gathered there, they would roll the stone off the 
mouth of the well” (Gen. 29:2-3). 

This reality—the well in the field—is found within every thing and 
within every one of Israel. Every thing contains a life-giving point that 
sustains it. Even that which appears to be as neglected as a field has 
such a hidden point within it. The human mind is always able to 
know this intuitively. This [knowledge] is the three flocks of sheep, 
which stand for wisdom, understanding, and awareness. With wisdom 
and intellect a person understands this inwardness. Within all things 
[dwells] “the power of the Maker within the made.” 

But “the stone was large on the mouth of the well.” When corpore- 
ality spreads forth there is hiding, intellect is not always joined 
to deed. The answer to this lies in “were gathered there”—all one’s 
desires and every part of the body and its limbs have to be gathered 
together as one places oneself in God’s hands before each deed. Then 
“they would roll the stone.” 

You might also read “they were gathered” to mean that you should 
join yourself to all of Israel. For when all of creation is united with 
God, the hiding will end. This will occur in the future, may it come in 
our days! Meanwhile, we Jews gather everything to Him. .. 5 


Here the homilist uses allegory to an extent somewhat un- 
usual in the hasidic sources, but let us not allow that to dis- 
tract us from the essential teaching. The field stands for 
inwardness, the unadorned inner simplicity that lies within 
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all things. At its center is a life-giving well. The “life-giving 
point (nekudah notenet hayyim)” is in everything, both in 
seemingly inanimate objects and in the human (or Jewish) 
soul.* The point is described by a phrase familiar to the reader 
of earlier hasidic sources, ko’ah ha-po’el ba-nif'al, “the power 
of the Maker within the made.”*” The phrase indicates a sub- 
ject-object distinction between God and the creation, the 
nekudah serving as the link between the two, or the continu- 
ing presence of the Creator within the world’s innermost self. 

This situation as described is not the ideal or ultimate 
one. The hope is for the day when “all creation is united 
(mitahedet) with God,” a day toward which Israel are actively 
striving. At that time one can only imagine that the separate 
existence of all things as well as individual souls will cease, 
since all will be reunited with the one. 

But is that unity only a goal for the anticipated future? Here 
is another passage, also, as it happens, describing a field (the 
physicist might also be interested in these descriptions of 
“point” as “field’”!), but one where cautious speech is set 
aside, and a more radically mystical and even acosmic view of 
reality is proclaimed: 


The Sabbath table-song of Rabbi Isaac Luria contains the phrase, “To 
come into the entrance-ways of the apple field (a symbolic term for 
Shekhinah or divine presence).”** Why does he refer to the “entrance- 
ways”? Does one not come [directly] into the apple field? 

The truth is that this apple field is everywhere, as Scripture says: 
“The whole earth is filled with His glory!” (Is. 6:3) This is also taught 
with regard to the verse: “See, the smell of my son is like the smell of 
the field” (Gen. 27:27). 

But the essential task of worship is the opening of this point. On 
the Sabbath that gate is indeed open, as is written: “The gate to the 
inner courtyard wll be closed on the six workdays and open on the 
Sabbath and the New Moon” (Ezek. 46:1)... . Thus it is easy to expe- 
rience holiness on the Sabbath. 

In the same way, we should understand that the glory of God’s king- 
dom is everywhere, even though it is unseen. This is the faith that 
every Jew has in God’s oneness. The meaning of “One” is that there is 
nothing except God Himself; God is the all. Even though we are inca- 
pable of understanding this properly, we still need to believe it. This 
faith will lead us to truth. .. .” 
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The point is that just as God is present throughout the week 
as well as on the Sabbath, but Israel are open to that presence 
in a special way on Shabbat, so too is God present throughout 
the spatial realm, even if our own “Temple gate” is to be 
found only in Jerusalem or the Holy Land. In this sense the 
Sefat Emet is a good reader of HaBaD thought, with its recog- 
nition (based in turn on Cordovero and Maimonides) that di- 
vinity is equally present throughout the universe. Only our 
capacity to attain access to that presence is varied in time and 
space, limited chiefly by our lack of understanding or our only 
partial subjugation of the lower self. Typically, the Sefat Emet 
simplifies and presents these ideas in his rather direct and 
nondialectical way.” 

A careful reading of this passage shows no room for a dis- 
tinction between “God” and the inner point; we turn in when 
we are open to inwardness, and there we discover that noth- 
ing but the One exists. That One is, of course God, the One 
whose existence makes all other “existence” pale into noth- 
ingness. This is the classic acosmic position as taught by 
R. Shne’ur Zalman of Liadi and R. Aaron ha-Levi Horowitz of 
Starroselje. 

All these more or less careful formulations in the public 
teachings of the Sefat Emet pale, however, in comparison with 
the words recorded in a rare private document, a letter writ- 
ten to a member of his family and published only recently. 
The letter is written shortly before Passover (the year is un- 
known). In the midst of a discourse on spiritual preparations 
for Passover, a time when one must “pass” or “leap over” all 
that is evil and defiled, he says the following: 


Since most people do not understand how to leap up and attach them- 
selves to God, I shall reveal to you what I know about it in a forth- 
right manner. The proclamation of oneness that we declare each day 
in saying, “Hear, O Israel,” and so forth, really needs to be understood 
as it truly is. That which is entirely clear to me, not from hearsay but 
based on the holy writings of great kabbalists, I am obliged to reveal to 
you, in order that these matters be clear. This is it: the meaning of 
“YHWH is one” is not that He is the only God, negating other gods 
{though this too is true!}, but the meaning is deeper than that: there is 
no being other than Him. [This is true] even though it seems other- 
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wise to most people who understand such things, for there are count- 
less feelings about these matters.” 

The content is as follows: everything that exists in the world, spiri- 
tual and physical, is God Himself. It is only because of the contrac- 
tion /tsimtsum] that was God's will, blessed be He and His name, that 
holiness descended rung after rung, until actual physical things were 
formed out of it. 

These things are true without a doubt. Because of this, every per- 
son can attach himself [to God] wherever he is, through the holiness 
that exists within every single thing, even corporeal things. You only 
have to be negated in the spark of holiness. In this way you truly bring 
about ascents in the upper worlds, causing true pleasure to God. A per- 
son in such a state lacks for nothing, for he can attach himself to God 
through whatever place he is. This is the foundation of all the mysti- 
cal formulations in the world. Even though it can be treated at great 
length, as it is in the thousands of pages of explanation written in var- 
ious books, we need not go on about it now. In my opinion my few 
brief words suffice. If you study the matter you will see that it is as I 
say, and this is the essence of human worship. 

Let us return to the subject. Every person can attach himself to the 
holiness within his own limbs, physical and spiritual, going very, very 
high, truly to God. .. .” 


Here, as is the case with a now famous letter written within 
early HaBaD circles,“ that which was said in private, in com- 
pletely uncompromising language, stands as the best com- 
mentary to all that was spoken and written in public, where 
the formulations were somewhat more cautious. The Sefat 
Emet is revealed as a monist, in the tradition of monistic or 
acosmic mysticism that runs through Hasidism from the font 
of Miedzyrzec and especially through the teachings of 
R. Shne’ur Zalman of Liadi, clearly an important influence on 
R. Yehudah Leib, who now seems to be struggling to combine 
the this-worldliness of Kotsk with the igen profundity 
of HaBaD.® 

The interest of the Sefat Emet in mystical language is not 
only theoretical, nor is it merely an accident of his hasidic tra- 
dition. R. Yehudah Leib should not be depicted only as one 
who seeks to set out a particular position among mystical doc- 
trines. On the contrary, the Sefat Emet is very much a living 
religious document, and one can feel the enthusiasm with 
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which its author keeps renewing his emphasis on inward vi- 
sion and the point within. The reading of Ezekiel 46:1 quoted 
above, referring to the “inner gate” that is opened on the Sab- 
bath, must occur well over a hundred times in the Sefat Emet, 
even if alluded to only briefly. The classic themes accessible 
within the tradition for the spiritualization of Judaism, those 
used by Philo in Alexandria of late antiquity and by the Zohar 
in medieval Spain, are remarkably fresh and vital in this usage 
by a preacher in Poland at the edge of the twentieth century. 
The patriarchs, the liberation from Egypt, the tabernacle, the 
promised land: all of these are read as describing the inner 
“territory” of the spiritual realm, unique to each individual 
yet shared through this rich legacy of religious language. 

There are occasional passages in the text where R. Yehudah 
Leib speaks out quite directly and personally as a mystic. Even 
through the veiling so familiar in Jewish sources, one can hear 
in these words an echo of someone speaking of his own reli- 
gious experience: 


“All the people saw the voices” [lit.: “the thunder”] (Ex. 20:15). The 
meaning is like that of “I am the Lord your God” (Ex. 20:2) [in the sin- 
gular]. Each one of Israel saw the root of his own life-force. With their 
very eyes they saw the part of the divine soul above that lives in each 
of them. They had no need to “believe” the commandments, because 
they saw the voices. That’s the way it is when God speaks. 


The religious consciousness expressed here remains aware of 
divine transcendence, but in a way that brooks no contradic- 
tion to the immediate presence of God within both world and 
self. It is still the transcendent voice that speaks the words: “I 
am the Lord thy God.” But as that voice is spoken, we trans- 
late it into a commandment that simultaneously demands and 
affirms our ability to discover divinity within our own souls. 
This is the transforming power of divine speech, which is able 
to address each of us in an intimate and unique way. 
“Transcendence” in this context is surely not about the re- 
moteness of God, nor can it be characterized in Rudolph 
Otto’s phrase as the transcendence of the “wholly other.” God 
is not “wholly other” here, for something of God’s own 
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undivided Self fills both human self and world. That tran- 
scendence remains a quality of this all- and ever-present God 
is a matter of wonder and mystery, expressible more by allu- 
sion than by any specific theological formulation. 


“I will sing unto the Lord for He is exalted, exalted” (Ex. 15:1). The 
transcendence (romemut) of God cannot be conceived. Each concep- 
tion that we attain only shows us that God remains beyond it. Thus it 
is written: “You are transcendent forever, O Lord” (Ps. 92:9); Your 
power remains supreme. This is the meaning of “exalted, exalted”— 
the only exaltedness and transcendence to which we can bear witness 
is that He remains raised high and exalted beyond all of our 
conceptualizations. 

In the book Qol Simhah [by R. Simha Bunem of Przysucha],” in the 
section Hayyey Sarah, the author interprets a Midrash on the verse 
“O Lord my God, You are very great” (or “large”; Ps. 104:1). His form 
is larger than the tablet [on which it is drawn], referring to the parable 
of a sage who designs a wondrous instrument, for which everyone of- 
fers him great praise. Then along comes one person [of greater under- 
standing] who says: “The wisdom of this sage is surely much greater 
than the skill displayed here.” But it was by means of the instrument 
that they had become aware of the sage’s brilliance. 

Thus we come to know God through all the wisdom of Creation, 
but He remains high and exalted beyond all that. So our understanding 
of God’s blessed wisdom is that He is exalted beyond [our understand- 
ing]. This [is] the meaning of “exalted, exalted.” 


This teaching, which may reflect the indirect influence of 
Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav,” understands God as an infinitely 
transcendent mind, but one that is nevertheless manifest in all 
of God’s works and attainable only through our appreciation of 
them. In a broader sense, we may see the influence of an intel- 
lectualist mysticism here, a tradition reaching back into both 
the philosophical and mystical works of medieval Jewry, and 
in turn to their sources in neo-Platonic and Aristotelian 
thought. God is always transcendent because the human mind 
always and necessarily fails to apprehend fully that which is 
present within it and around it. This failure seems to be a nec- 
essary condition of our corporeal state, one that great minds 
and souls can push back quite considerably by their lives of 
self-negation, but that cannot be overcome entirely. 
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Such is the case for human consciousness in its “ordinary” or 
weekday state.” God does, however, allow us very significant 
glimpses into the total transcendence of our human intellec- 
tual limitations by the regular gift of Shabbat and its extra 
measure of soul, a “gift without limits” and “a foretaste of the 
world-to-come” that comes to us from the world beyond. The 
Jew knows two types of consciousness, that of the weekday 
and the special consciousness of Shabbat, the time of the extra 
soul.” “Six days shall you labor and do all your work” means 
that on the weekdays we are supposed to seek God out 
through the things of this world. Our weekday task is to dis- 
cover the wisdom of the Sage by appreciating the wonders of 
the instrument He has fashioned, to return to the language of 
our parable. That weekday consciousness has something of 
“natural religion” about it, an appreciation of transcendent 
mystery within the natural order itself. In fact “miracle” and 
“nature” should be joined in this mind-set, reflecting together 
the power of the Creator: 


On the verse, “But if you should say: ‘What will we eat in the sev- 
enth year, since we neither plant nor reap our harvest?’ I shall com- 
mand My blessing upon you .. . ” (Lev. 25:20-21), the author of the 
book No’am Elimelekh” quotes a comment by his brother. He said 
that it is because of the asking that God will have to command 
His blessing. 

The meaning is as follows. What kind of question is “What will we 
eat?” The One who provided life itself will provide food as well! But 
this would make the existence of Israel dependent upon a miracle, and 
not every generation is deserving of miracles. It is of this [situation] 
that they ask: “What will we eat?” The answer is that sustenance will 
come about through the blessing [of abundance], and such blessing is 
partly natural. 

Israel should really know that miracle and nature are all one. In 
fact there is nothing so miraculous and wonderful as nature itself, the 
greatest wonder we can apprehend. When this faith is clear to us, we 
are no longer concerned with being sustained by miracles. Once we 
say: “What will we eat?” [realizing that we cannot count on miracles}, 
the answer comes, “I shall command My blessing. ... ” 
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And in fact the generations when miracles occurred were firm in 
this faith, and to them nature and miracles were all the same. That is 
why God performed miracles for them.” 


It may be said that there is nothing new about this sense of 
the natural world as the greatest of miracles. The ’Amidah 
prayer, after all, itself reflecting the biblical Psalter, thanks 
God for “Your miracles that are with us daily, and Your won- 
ders at all times; evening, morning, and afternoon.” The sense 
of wonder informs all of religious life. But there does seem to 
be something added in the claim that God would perform mir- 
acles (the out-of-the-ordinary sort) only for a generation that 
could take such miracles completely in its stride, seeing them 
as no different from the process of nature itself. It bespeaks a 
religious consciousness so elevated that it knows both the 
seemingly ordinary and the unique as events that equally bear 
witness to God’s presence within them. It is that sort of reli- 
gious mind that the Sefat Emet seeks to cultivate in those who 
hear (or read) him. 

Insofar as the Sefat Emet is concerned, it is clearly Jews 
alone who have the power to cultivate such ways of thinking. 
Only Jews are able to discover divinity within the world, be- 
cause this discovery itself depends upon an appreciation of 
God’s Torah. The very structure by which the world was 
formed is that of Torah. He takes quite seriously the ancient 
teaching that God “looked into Torah” when creating the 
world; it is the divine Word that underlies all of creation, and 
it is by means of that Word, in the form of Torah, that we re- 
turn to the presence of God in creation.” Jews alone can find 
this inner structure of Torah, also the structure of creation it- 
self, within their own souls, since only the Jews have accepted 
God's Torah. 

Hasidism is in this sense very much a product of the 
time and place in which it originated. Most Christians in 
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century eastern Europe saw 
Jews as spiritual subhumans, and Jews “returned the favor.” 
Religions other than Judaism and a Christianity laden with 
anti-Semitism were completely unknown. The universalist re- 
ligion of the western European Enlightenment could seemingly 
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have existed on another planet, for all the effect it had on the 
religious views of either Jews or Christians in Poland, geo- 
graphically near but culturally light-years away from the cen- 
ters of such thought. When such universalist thinking did 
begin to penetrate into eastern Europe (and by the time of the 
Sefat Emet many Jews and Christians in Warsaw were well 
read in Western thought), it was associated by the Hasidim 
with the dreaded Haskalah, a direct challenge to their own re- 
ligious identity and way of life. The walls of defensiveness 
were raised high, and there was no way such thinking was al- 
lowed to enter the hasidic worldview. 

Still, it is startling to see how Hasidism, in its own terms, is 
at pains to avoid this awkward subject. The very essence of 
hasidic theology is that divinity is everywhere; the entire 
world contains sparks of divine light, waiting to be redeemed. 
This is true of animate and inanimate matter, of the ground 
itself—of trees, birds, and animals. Gentiles and their culture 
are spiritually objectivized in the same way: there are indeed 
sparks of holiness to be found there, hidden in the music, 
dance, folktales, healing traditions, and so forth of the eastern 
European milieu. But only the Jew can discover and redeem 
those sparks, the gentile who contains them is no more aware 
of them than is the nonhuman bearer of divine presence. Ha- 
sidim had, to say the least, low regard for the spiritual lives of 
non-Jews and showed little interest in the subject. The Sefat 
Emet, like all hasidic texts, frequently makes jumps from 
“person” to “Jew” without any seeming self-consciousness’s 
and without directly raising the question of non-Jews and their 
presumed lack of spiritual potential. 

This Jewish exclusiveness is probably the greatest barrier 
between the Sefat Emet and the contemporary reader; no apol- 
ogy should be made for it. A Jewish spirituality appropriate to 
our own day will have to take a very different position with 
regard to the twin questions of the spiritual potential of non- 
Jews and the legitimacy and value of other religious traditions. 
We are fortunate not to live in the closed world of the shtetl, 
and human religious expression in its great variety is known 
to us in ways our ancestors could not have imagined. 
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But if the exclusivist views of the Sefat Emet put off the 
contemporary reader, his sense of universal Jewish mission 
seems very much in place. He has a strong sense of the Jews’ 
vocation (literally “calling”} as God’s witnessing people in the 
world. It is the Jews who uniquely call forth the divine pres- 
ence in all of Creation by discovering it within their own 
souls. This power exists within all Jews, no matter how far 
they think they may be from God or from Torah. The words of 
Torah cannot be entirely erased from the tablets that lie deep 
within every Jewish heart. The very purpose of Jewish exis- 
tence is that we call forth the reality of God to all our fellow 
humans, making the entire world aware of the fullness of di- 
vine presence that engulfs us always. 


God has chosen the children of Israel as His own portion. One might 
think that this would make for a greater distance between God and 
the other nations. But actually, just the opposite is true. This was 
God's deeper plan: to bring all nations near to Him by means of Israel. 
Israel understand this, and it is Israel’s desire to bring everyone close 
to God. Only the wicked interfere with this plan, as [when] “Amalek 
came and fought with Israel” (Ex. 17:8). But when Jethro came, they 
drew him near with all their strength. “The Lord is my strength”— 
Israel’s own strength. “And my stronghold”—He gives strength to 
Israel. There is to be power in their hands through the Torah God has 
given them—"The Lord gives strength to His people (Ps. 29:11)”—for 
they are God’s emissaries, to bring all creatures near to Him. 

This is the meaning of [the verse]: “The Lord spoke all these words, 
saying: ‘I am the Lord your God’” (Ex. 20:1-2). The blessed Creator 
gave them the Torah. The nations were not capable of this. Even of 
Israel it is said that their souls fluttered out of them and they were 
purified like angels. That is why it says: “The day you stood before 
the Lord your God at Horeb” (Deut. 4:10). The angels are those who 
“stand.” The intent is that Israel speak these words, drawing them 
into rung after rung, until all creatures are brought close to God. The 
life-force of all is in the Torah, and all are to be redeemed by the power 
of Torah. This is the meaning of “saying” in that verse: every one of 
Israel has to bear witness to the Creator each day. Twice a day we say, 
“Hear, O Israel.” These words shine forth to all the world, to all who 
are created.” 


The unique place that Israel has in the human communitv and 
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sanctity of Erets Yisra’el in the realm of space. R. Yehudah 
Leib is fascinated by the claim of Sefer Yetsirah that the three 
realms of space, time, and soul (’olam, shanah, nefesh) are par- 
allel to one another,” and a great many of his teachings ad- 
umbrate this theme in one form or another. These are the 
three dimensions in which the holiness of the nekudah comes 
to be manifest in the world. Among souls, it is those of Israel, 
or sometimes specifically that of Moses or of the high priest, 
that reflect the inner holiness of existence; among times, it is 
the holy days of the Jewish calendar, but especially Shabbat 
(the holiness of which is not derivative from Israel’s, since it 
was declared holy by God at Creation and its arrival is not de- 
termined by the humanly determined calendar); among places, 
it is the Holy Land, Jerusalem, the Temple, or the Tabernacle 
that is the manifestation of the nekudah, brimming with life- 
energy and bathed in holiness. It is by working through these 
three categories that holiness can be brought from abstraction 
into real and daily existence. 


The flow of the passages [in the Torah-portion Emor]: from the holi- 
ness of priests and the high priest among all souls; “You shall sanctify 
him .. . for he offers the food of your God” (Lev. 21:8). Because the 
priest draws the souls of Israel near to the blessed Holy One. The same 
is true of the festivals [that follow the discussion of priests], “callings 
of holiness”; they, too, draw the souls upward and near. That is why it 
says: “You shall sanctify him.” The same is true in the dimension of 
space; the Temple and the Holy of Holies raise souls up to take greater 
care for their holiness.”* 


Regarding the sabbatical year: “The land shall rest ” (Lev. 25:2). The 
children of Israel were created in order to redeem space and time, as it 
is written: “I made the land and created man upon it ” (Is. 45:12). 
“Man” here refers to Israel, as in [the verse]: “You are [called] ‘man’ 
[and the nations of the world are not called ‘man. ’|” Just as there is re- 
demption in the soul, so “shall you give redemption to the land” (Lev. 
25:24). Just as Israel were previously mixed in among the nations in 
general, and were only later chosen . . . and at the Exodus they were re- 
deemed physically and spiritually, so too was the Land of Israel for- 
merly under the seven nations, and later it proceeded to become the 
Land of Israel; that is both a physical and a spiritual redemption. The 
same is true of time. Previously the holy times were all mixed 
together [with other times]. Later they were purified, Sabbaths and fes- 
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tivals drawn out of the category of times. This happened by means of 
the redemption of Israel. That is why the festivals are “in memory of 
the Exodus from Egypt,” since it was through the Exodus that their 
potential light was realized... .” 


Here the emphasis seems rather clearly to be placed upon 
Israel. It is their soul-work to raise all things up to God or 
to uncover the presence of divinity as hiyyut or nekudah 
penimit throughout the twin domains of time and space. But 
depending upon the homiletical need, sometimes one of the 
other two dimensions is given priority, and Israel’s holiness 
follows along with it. 


On the verse: “The land upon which you [Jacob] lie” (Gen. 28:13). Our 
sages said that the blessed Holy One folded the entire Land of Israel 
beneath him. We have already written frequently that an innermost 
point exists within space, time, and soul. [This point] includes all and 
is referred to in the verse: “In every place where I mention My name” 
(Ex. 20:21}. That is the Temple, which includes all places, that is why it 
is called “every place.” All of space is folded up within that single 
place. On the verse “The Lord God created man from the dust of the 
earth” (Gen. 2:7], it is said that He gathered his dust from the four di- 
rections, or else from that place of which it says: “You shall make an 
altar of earth” (Ex. 20:21), See RaSHI’s comment there. But the two in- 
terpretations are now one, since this dust [of the altar] contains the en- 
tire earth! 

Jacob was as beautiful [i.e., perfect] as Adam, and that is why it is 
said that “he reached the place” (Gen. 28:11}—he reached that place 
which belongs to him. It did not say which place, since that place con- 
tains all places. The same is true of Jacob’s soul, which contained all 
souls, just as Adam’s had. Only in Jacob’s case the good souls had been 
separated [and they] alone [were present]. The same is true in time, 
since Shabbat contains all the six weekdays, as we have said 
elsewhere.” 


Or we might choose an example where sacred time has the 
primary role: 


"God blessed the seventh day” (Gen. 2:3). The Midrash says that 
He blessed it with lights. “The light in a person’s face on a weekday 
is not the same as it is on the Sabbath.” This refers to the revelation 
of inwardness, that of which it says: “A man’s wisdom lights up his 
face” (Eccles. 8:1)—that is the revelation of the extra soul. For the 
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inwardness of space [lit.: “the world”] as a whole is also revealed on 
the holy Sabbath. Thus it says: “And there was light,” which the sages 
said was stored away for the righteous [in the world to come]. But “Let 
there be light” meant that [divine light] should be present in every par- 
ticular [of Creation]; all of Creation has a part in this light, except that 
it is hidden. But on Shabbat something of this light is revealed. The 
weekdays are compared to an opaque glass, but the Sabbath to a shin- 
ing one. That is why there is a commandment to light candles for the 
Sabbath, to show that light is revealed on the holy Sabbath. Israel look 
forward to this holy light and feel the darkness of this world. . . .*' 


There is something surprisingly modern about the use of these 
three categories, even though cloaked in the timeworn meth- 
ods of homiletic association. There are passages where R. Yehu- 
dah Leib seems almost as much phenomenologist of religion 
as he does hasidic preacher. He understands the interplay be- 
tween space and time as realms for potential spiritualization 
as well as the fact that the difference between them is nulli- 
fied when both turn out to be mere garb for the self-manifesta- 
tion of the nekudah that underlies and animates them. It 
would seem that the mystic, understanding that all things are 
one in God (or that the same nekudah is the being that under- 
lies all, to use his language}, has the need to test the extent of 
this insight by seeing through the most basic of distinctions 
that ordinary consciousness makes among categories of being, 
including such fundamental dualities as time/space, self/other, 
and microcosm/macrocosm.” 


=—— VI 


Having paid some attention to the mystical thought of the 
Sefat Emet in its own terms, we should here recall again the 
unique situation of R. Yehudah Leib’s role as the first hasidic 
rebbe to “reign” over an area that contained an ever-increasing 
and visible population of Jews who denied both Jewish faith 
and practice. The Gerer rebbe’s strategy for dealing with this 
situation is precisely the opposite of that of his older contem- 
porary, R. Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888) of Frankfurt, 
and most of the rabbis of Hungary and Galicia. While Hirsch 
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strove to create a totally separatist Austrittsgemeinde and oth- 
ers engaged in increasingly shrill denunciations of the heretics 
and “evildoers,” the Sefat Emet worked by a strategy of inclu- 
sion rather than condemnation. Nowhere in the five volumes 
of his sermons can one find sharp language used against those 
who opposed Hasidism and often bitterly fought its influence. 
Such arguments and political battles were left to the Hasidim; 
and Ger, even before the organization of Agudat Yisra’el 
(1912), was a major political force in Polish Jewry, with all that 
that entailed. But the rebbe, himself a pious and even humble 
man, tried to remain above politics. If he occasionally was 
forced to engage in worldly conflict,” he does not allow even 
the slightest trace of anger or hostility to sully the pages of his 
collected teachings. 

R. Yehudah Leib insists that he is rebbe of all of Warsaw 
Jewry, Hasidim and self-proclaimed nonbelievers alike. He 
does so by addressirig his hearers on the level of the “inner 
point” rather than by any externally defined norm. There is a 
place within the heart of every Jew, he insists, unaffected by 
one’s deeds or one’s beliefs, that remains a personal “holy of 
holies.” The word of God is written in each Jewish heart and 
is present since birth, whether or not he or she is aware of it. 
With this he offered his hand to those seeking to repent of 
their waywardness (Come, let me show you your truest inner 
self!”}, or even to those many Jews, brought up in the tradi- 
tion but now distanced from it, who still sought to warm 
themselves periodically by the light of his Torah. 

It was in part for this reason that the Sefat Emet achieved 
the very wide popularity that it has always enjoyed, outside ha- 
sidic circles as well as within them. In an era when an embat- 
tled hasidic leadership began to react more and more to 
non-Orthodox Jewry with derision, dismissal, and even hatred, 
the Sefat Emet had an accepting and embracing glow. It wel- 
comed Jews to open their own inner gateways, to come into the 
holy consciousness of Sabbath and festival joy, seemingly not 
requiring that they first leave behind all their outside baggage.” 

Some time after the Sefat Emet began to achieve its wide 
popularity, a certain highly respected Jerusalem kabbalist 
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sought to write a commentary on the book, tracing its sources 
to kabbalistic texts and explaining its secret meanings. For this 
purpose he sought the approbation of R. Avraham Mordecai, 
the son and successor of the author. The Imrey Emet, as R. 
Avraham Mordecai is called, refused to give the testament. In 
doing so he said: “My father, of blessed memory, wrote his 
book so that every Jew could read it in his own way.” 

The selection and commentary that you have before you is 
one Jew’s reading of the Sefat Emet, one who is both the great- 
grandson of a Gerer Hasid and a Jew who lives very far from 
the hasidic community and its way of life. Through it you are 
invited to discover and study the Sefat Emet in your own way. 
There are no prior requirements here, either of specific beliefs 
or of knowledge, beyond the barest minimum. All that is re- 
quired is the faith that the teachings of a great master, inter- 
preting the sources of a most ancient tradition, may still have 
the warmth to open the hearts and inner places of those who 
read and study them, coming from perhaps not so great a dis- 
tance as they might think.” 
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Notes to Introduction 


' The history of this town’s Jewish community and the influence of the 
hasidic court on the town have been studied by Eleanora Bergman of 
Warsaw’s Jewish Historical Institute. See her articles “Gora Kalwaria: 
The Impact of a Hasidic Cult on the Urban Landscape of a Small Polish 
Town” in Polin 5 (1990) 3-23 and “Gora-Kalwaria (Gur): Ha-Yishuv ha- 
Yehudi ve-Hatsar ha-Rabbi mi-Gur .. .” in R. Elior et al., eds., Tsaddikim 
ve-Anshey Ma’aseh (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1994), pp. 111-117. 


* Hasidic tradition claims that the family name was changed from Rothen- 
berg to Alter in 1831, in an attempt to hide from the Russian authorities 
the fact that R. Isaac Meir had been involved in financial support of the 
Polish rebellion of 1830. See Y. Alfasi, Gur: Toledot Hasidut Gur (Tel Aviv: 
Sinai, 1978; henceforth: Gur), p. 88. This work has now been expanded as 
Tif'eret shebe-Tiferet: Bet Gur le-Dorotav (Tel Aviv: Sinai, 1993). 


* The history of Hasidism may be divided into four periods. Though the 
boundaries between them are somewhat fluid, we may roughly speak of 
(1) the period of growth and challenge, 1750-1815; (2) the period of domi- 
nance and struggle with Haskalah, 1815-1880; (3) the period of decline and 
destruction, 1881-1945; and (4) the period of rebirth and transplantation, 
1945-present. A new history of Hasidism, covering this entire range, is 
urgently needed. 


‘ Ever since the first conflicts between Hasidim and their rabbinic oppo- 
nents in 1772, the accusation that Hasidism was anti-intellectual, that 
Hasidim neglected study in favor of ecstatic prayer, storytelling, and even 
drink or laziness, and that Hasidim mocked and derogated talmudic schol- 
ars, had all been part of the stock-in-trade of anti-hasidic polemics. For a 
scholarly evaluation of early Hasidism’s attitude toward study, see J. Weiss 
“Torah Study in Early Hasidism” in his Studies in Eastern European Jew- 
ish Mysticism (Oxford: Littman Library, 1985), pp. 56-68. 


§ Pronounced “Pshiskhe” in Polish Yiddish. I have tried in most cases to re- 
tain original Polish spellings of place names (“Kotsk” for “Kock” is an ex- 
ception), though deleting the Polish accent markings. 


6 The classic study of Polish Hasidism is A. Z. Aescoly’s “Ha- Hasidut 
be-Polin” in I. Halpern’s Bet Yisra’el be-Polin (Jerusalem, 1954), pp. 
141-186. Raphael Mahler’s Hasidism and the Jewish Enlightenment (Phil- 
adephia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985) (Hebrew original, 1961) con- 
tains a very important chapter on “Two Schools of Hasidism in Poland,” 
pp. 245-314. See also the important collection Tsaddikim ve-Anshey 
Ma‘aseh, edited by R. Elior, Y. Bartal, and H. Shmeruk (Jerusalem: Mossad 
Bialik, 1994}. An excellent survey of scholarship in the field is offered by 


D. Assaf, pp. 357-379. 
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’ To some degree this intra-Jewish bias reflects Polish attitudes toward the 
southeast region of their country and especially toward Ukrainians, often 
depicted by Poles as ignorant, illiterate, and riddled with superstition. 


* The typical setting of study in the Polish style was the local beit 
midrash, rather than the larger, regional, and more institutionalized 
yeshivah. Yeshivot in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
existed primarily in Moravia and Hungary; they were revived in the nine- 
teenth century in Lithuania, and only afterwards did they spread to central 
Poland as well. I thank Michael Silber for this information. 


* R. Jacob Isaac’s thought has recently been studied by Rachel Elior in her 
“Between Yesh and Ayin: The Doctrine of the Zaddik in the Works of 

R. Jacob Isaac, the Seer of Lublin” in Jewish History: Essays in Honour of 
Chimen Abramsky (London, 1988}, pp. 393-455. Hebrew version: “Beyn 
Yesh le-Ayin: ‘Iyyun be-Torat ha-Tsaddik shel R. Ya’akov Yitshak, ha- 
Hozeh mi-Lublin” in Tsaddikim ve-Anshey Ma’aseh, pp. 167-239. See also 
her “The Innovation of Polish Hasidism” in Tarbiz 57:3 (1993), pp. 
381-432. The English title of that article is somewhat misleading; it deals 
essentially with the relationship between certain themes in the seer’s 
writings and those of R. Mordecai Joseph of Izbica. For a bibliography of 
biographical (mostly hagiographic) treatments of the seer, see Elior’s n. 3 
on p. 168 of the former article (in Hebrew) and David Assaf's bibliography 
in the same volume, p. 364f. 


1° Popular biographies of R. Israel and his descendants are Ts. M. Rabino- 
witz’s Ha-Maggid mi-Kokhenits: Hayyav ve-Torato (Tel Aviv, 1947}, A. Y. 
Bromberg’s Bet Kozhenits and H. Ts. Halberstam’s Toledot ha-Maggid 
mi-Kozhenits (Tel Aviv, 1966). For further details see D. Assaf in Tsad- 
dikim ve-Anshey Ma’aseh, p. 364. See also Ze'ev Gries’s important study 
of R. Israel's writings in that same volume, pp. 127-165. 


" For a detailed discussion of his three books (Zot Zikkaron, Lvov, 1851, 
Zikhron Zot, Warsaw, 1869; Divrey Emet, Zolkiew, 1808 [actually 1830 or 
1831)}), see R. Elior in Tsaddikim ve-Anshey Ma’aseh, p: 17a ne21. 


" The biography of R. Isaac Meir has been written in several versions, 
mostly dependent on Abraham Issachar Benjamin Alter’s Me’ir ’Eyney 
ha-Golah (Piotrkow, 1928-1932) and Y. K. K. Rakatz’s Siah Sarfey Kodesh 
(Lodz, 1928-1931). For a critical review of these, see D. Assaf in Tsaddikim 
ve-Anshey Ma’aseh, p. 369ff. See also n. 14 below. 


** R. Moshe Chalfan, owner of a well-known bank on Senatorska Street. His 
other daughter later married R. Mendel of Kotsk. See Alfasi, Gur, p. 26. 


Hasidic legend says that he met with R. Jacob Isaac, the “holy Jew” 
(1766-1813) several times during his childhood. For details see Y. Alfasi, 
Gur, chap. 2. Both R. Israel and R. Jacob Isaac of Przysucha had passed on 
by the time R. Isaac Meir was fifteen. Essentially, he seems to have chosen 
R. Simha Bunem as a teacher over R. Moses Eliakim. According to the Ger 
tradition, R. Moses Eliakim did not forgive him for this betrayal and 
caused him great suffering. For details see Abraham Issachar Alter, Meir — 
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’Eyney ha-Golah, p. 28. On the original attraction of R. Isaac Meir to R. 
Simha Bunem, see the account in Siah Sarfey Qodesh he-Hadash (Beney 
Berak: Sifriyyati, 1989), p. 169. This edition is a more user-friendly re- 
arrangement of the original Siah Sarfey Kodesh by Y. K. K. Rakatz, first 
published in Lodz, 1928-1931, the most important collection of memoirs, 
tales, etc. concerning mid-nineteenth-century Polish Hasidism. 


On R. Simha Bunem see the (noncritical) biography by Ts. M. Rabinowitz, 
R. Simha Bunem mi-Peshiskhe: Hayyav ve-Torato (Tel Aviv, 1945). See also 
A. J. Heschel, Kotsk: In Gerangel far Emesdikeyt (Tel Aviv: Hamenora, 
1973), vol. 2, pp. 383-432. 


‘6 The pharmaceutical examination that he passed in Lvov would have 
required reading ability in Polish and Latin, it is likely that he knew Ger- 
man as well. Heschel claims (op. cit., p. 652, n. 6) that R. Bunem had some 
exposure to European literature as well as languages. 


’” This connection itself supposedly came about because of a shared devo- 
tion to R. Israel of Kozienice. See Heschel, op. cit., p. 383f., and the sources 
quoted there. The Bergsons, and especially Temeril, the wife of Berke 
Sonnenberg-Bergson, were later supporters of the Przysucha circle. 


™ Przysucha began as a hasidic center under the influence of R. Jacob Isaac, 
the “holy Jew” (1766-1813), a disciple of the seer who took the daring step 
of forming his own hasidic circle in his master’s lifetime and without his 
approval. Some aspects of the innovations of the Polish school of Hasidism 
began with him, though they became much more sharply defined in the 
generations that followed. On R. Jacob Isaac, see the tales and other 
materials collected by Y. K. Kadish as Nifle’ot ha- Yehudi (Piotrkow, 1908) 
and Tif’eret ha- Yehudi (Piotrkow, 1912). 


” “Prom all the cities of Israel,” in the language of the sources (Siah Sarfey 
Qodesh ha-Hadash, p. 174). The point seems to be that this situation was 
unusual, It is difficult to compare this wide circle of attraction with oth- 
ers, because most figures in hasidic circles are known more by the names 
of the towns where they later settled than by places of origin or early edu- 
cation. This question deserves further consideration. The Seer of Lublin 
also seems to have drawn disciples from a wider region. 


* Of course these are all named for their later places of settlement, not 
their places of origin, as mentioned in the preceding note. R. Mendel origi- 
nally came from Goray near Lublin, but he lived for a time in Tomaszow 
Lubelski, and was first known as R. Mendel Tomaszower. His original 
family name was Halperin, but he changed it to Morgenstern for reasons 
similar to those that motivated his friend Isaac Meir (see n. 2 above). The 
proper Polish spelling of Kotsk is Kock. According to hasidic tradition, 

R. Mendel had a key role in the selection of R. Simha Bunem as leader. 
After his predecessor, the “Yehudi ha-Kadosh” of Przysucha died in 1814, 
the Hasidim first began to follow R. Abba of Neyshtat (Nowe Miasto}. See 
Siah Sarfey Qodesh ha-Hadash, p. 171ff. 
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2! The unique Hasidism of Izbica has been studied by a number of scholars, 
including Joseph Weiss, Rivka Schatz, and Rachel Elior. See the summary 
by D. Assaf in Tsaddikim ve-Anshey Ma’aseh, p. 368f. Morris Faierstein 
has written in English on Izbica in All Is in the Hands of Heaven: The 
Teachings of Rabbi Mordecai Joseph Leiner of Izbica (Hoboken, New Jer- 
sey: Ktav, 1990). An important contribution to this discussion is the un- 
published doctoral dissertation by S. Magid, Hasidism in Transition: The 
Ideology of R. Gershon Henokh of Radzin in Light of Medieval Philosophy 
and Kabbala (Brandeis University, 1994). 


2 See, for example, the stories in Siah Sarfey Qodesh he-Hadash, pp. 
165-166 and 181. 


*% Two other very different internal reforms are Bratslav Hasidism and the 
circle of R. Arele Roth in interwar Hungary and later in Jerusalem. Both of 
these resulted in distinctive sectarian offshoots of Hasidism. On the for- 
mer, see my Tormented Master: A Life of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav (Uni- 
versity, Alabama, 1979). On R. Arele, see S. Magid, “Modernity as Heresy: 
The Introvertic Piety of Faith in R. Arele Roth’s Shomer Emunim,” Jewish 
Studies Quarterly, spring 1997. 


* Lists of hanhagot, or personal practices, of various tsaddikim were a well- 
known phenomenon and constitute a distinct genre of hasidic literature. 
These have been studied by Ze’ev Gries in Sifrut ha-Hanhagot (Jerusalem: 
Mossad Bialik, 1989). An introduction to the arcane world of hasidic custom 
is found in A. Wertheim’s Halakhot ve-Hanahagot ba-Hasidut (Jerusalem: 
Mossad ha-Rav Kook, 1960). 


= A smaller portion of the Przysucha disciples remained loyal to the son of 
R. Simha Bunem, R. Avraham Moshe of Przysucha. Significantly, these in- 
cluded the future R. Isaac of Warka. R. Avraham Moshe died, however, 
only two years after his father, in 1829, and the line ended. 


* These insights, developed in dialogue with Nehemia Polen, are an exten- 
sion of R. Mahler's treatment of “Two Schools of Hasidism in Poland” 
mentioned in n. 7 above. Mahler tends to emphasize the economic basis 
for the distinction between these schools, ignoring certain aspects of the 
differences in religious approach. 


”” Polish Jewry had long been known for an exclusive devotion to Talmud 
as the single subject in the curriculum of higher Jewish learning. In con- 
trast to such other communities as Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, or the 
symbolically important settlement in Safed, Polish Jews engaged more 
sparingly in such ancillary intellectual pursuits as philosophy, poetry, bib- 
lical exegesis, etc. Within the realm of talmudic studies, it was the civil 
and domestic orders (Nezikin and Nashim) of the Talmud that were the 


central areas of study and the objects of Polish rabbis’ notorious addiction 
to pilpul (intellectual casuistry). 


* See A. J. Heschel, Kotsk: In Gerangel far Emesdikeyt, vol. 1, p. 60ff. See 
also the response of R. Simha Bunem to a so-called “famous kabbalist” 
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quoted in Ramatayim Tsofim, a commentary on Tanna de-Vey Eliyahu 
(Warsaw, 1881, rep. Jerusalem, 1970), p. 227. This work contains important 
material on Polish Hasidism. 


* Quoted in the name of R. Aaron (II) of Karlin in A. H. Michelson’s Ohel 
Elimelekh (Przemyszl, 1915), p. 7. The mishnah is Avot 1:2. 


* This verse is widely quoted in the later literature on Kotsk. I thus find 
myself in disagreement with Yoram Jacobson, “Emet ve-emunah be-Hasidut 
Gur” in Studies in Mysticism, Philosophy, and Ethical Literature Pre- 
sented to Isaiah Tishby (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1986), p. 613ff., where 
he derives the Sefat Emet’s interest in this verse directly from the Ma- 
HaRaL of Prague, without mention of Kotsk. The immediate historical 
context is impossible to ignore; the question would then be whether the 
MaHaRaL helped shape the Kotsker’s thinking in this regard. Of course, 

R. Mendel’s Hasidim must have rejoiced in discovering that erets in this 
verse was numerically equivalent to the Yiddish spelling of Kotsk itself, so 
that the verse could also be read to hint: “Truth will rise from Kotsk!” The 
fact that no version of this widespread association is to be found in either 
of Jacob Levinger’s lists of original Kotsk teachings (“The Authentic Say- 
ings of Rabbi Menahem Mendel of Kotzk,” Tarbiz 55:1 [1985], pp. 109-135 
and “The Teachings of the Kotzker Rebbe According to His Grandson 
Rabbi Samuel Bernstein of Sochatchow,” Tarbiz 55:3 [1986], pp. 413-431) 
does make one wonder whether it might not be an invention of the disci- 
ples, precisely based on this wordplay! It is thus not clear whether this is 
an actual saying of the Kotsker or a later literary flourish, though the idea 
behind it certainly is appropriate to Kotsk. 


* The hasidic line that most preserved traditional kabbalistic knowledge 
and praxis was the Galician dynasty of Zydaczov/Komarno. The writings 
of several members of that family should really be considered kabbalistic, 
rather than specifically hasidic works, though the interplay between the 
two makes for interesting questions of definition. See Louis Jacobs’s 
“Tyanslator’s Introduction” to his translation of Turn Aside from Evil and 
Do Good by Zevi Hirsch Eichenstein of Zydaczow (London: Littman 
Library, 1995). Close to.these circles are such other figures as R. Zevi 
Elimelech of Dynow and some of his descendants in the Munkacz dynasty. 
Mysticism of another sort, but one also based on a deep knowledge of kab- 
balistic sources, was cultivated in the HaBaD/Lubavitch school. 


* It is not entirely without significance that this seclusion took place early 
in the Hebrew year 5600, the year in which the so-called TaRniks hoped 
for messianic redemption. For a description of the seclusion from within 
Kotsk circles, see P. Z. Glickman, Der Kotsker Rebbe (Lodz, 1938), p. 48. 
An Izbica version of the events is found in H. S. Leiner’s Dor Yesharim 
(Lublin, 1925}, p. 34f. On the TaRniks and their expectations more gener- 
ally, see Aryeh Morgenstern, Messianism and the Settlement of Erez Israel 
in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century [Hebrew] (Jerusalem, 1985) , 
pp. 38-65; 197-215. 
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*8 Such was the case also with R. David Morgenstern, the son of the 
Kotsker, who was proclaimed rebbe with the agreement of his father’s 
major heir, R. Isaac Meir. See Alfasi, Gur, p. 67f., and sources quoted there. 


*T see no warrant for Eleanora Bergman’s denial of this well-attested ha- 
sidic tradition. See her offhand dismissal in her “Gora Kalwaria” in Tsad- 
dikim ve-Anshey Ma’aseh, p. 111, n. 2. The traditional report is found in 
Alfasi, Gur, p. 69f. 


6 Bergman, op. cit., p. 114. 


This is partly due to the fact that R. Isaac Meir tended to be more strict 

in his halakhic views than had been the case previously in the Przysucha- 
Kotsk tradition. See the discussion by Y. Mondshine in Ha-Tsofeh le-Doro 
(Jerusalem, 1987}, p. 243f. 


*” The published writings of R. Isaac Meir include talmudic novellae on 
several tractates, novellae on Shulhan ’Arukh, responsa, and hasidic teach- 
ings. The last were first published as Sefer ha-Zekhut (tellingly as an ad- 
dendum to one of the volumes of his Hiddushim) in Warsaw in 1876. It 
has been reprinted several times. Further teachings were included in Sefer 
Hiddushey ha-RYM ve-Gur Aryeh (Bilgoray, 1913). In recent years there 
have been several augmentations of a collection called Sefer Hiddushey 
ha-RIM ‘al ha-Torah, edited by Yehudah Leib Levin, first {?) published in 
Jerusalem (Nahaliel, 1965). 


* On the role of R. Isaac Meir in unifying Polish Hasidism, see Raphael 
Mahler, Hasidism and the Jewish Enlightenment (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1985), p. 311ff. 


* R. Abraham Mordecai was married twice. He had one daughter by his 
first wife and, after he was widowed, he was remarried to Esther, the daugh- 
ter of R. Hanokh Henikh Landstein. They had three daughters and one son, 
the Sefat Emet. R. Yehudah Leib was born on Rosh Hodesh Iyyar in 1847. 


“ This decision too was not so simple or clear-cut as first appears. In an 
exchange of letters between the young R. Yehudah Leib and an older confi- 
dant-adviser named R. Baruch Shapira, written in 1866, the future Sefat 
Emet denies accusations that he intrigued to be named rebbe at that point. 
These letters were published shortly after the death of the Sefat Emet in 
Sefer Hiddushey ha-RYM ve-Gur Aryeh (Bilgoray, 1913}, p. 48f. and are 
now reprinted in Otsar Mikhtavim u-Ma’amarim (Jerusalem: Makhon Ga- 
haley Esh, 1986), p. 82f. R. Baruch Shapira, a disciple of R. Bunem and the 
Kotsker, later became rebbe of Stochyn and Ciezew (?}. See Y. Alfasi, Sefer 
ha-ADMORim (Tel Aviv: Ariel, 1961}, p. 98. In 1866 R. Judah Leib did ac- 
cept the position of rav [official rabbi] of Ger, a position he gave up four 
years later when he became rebbe. 


“ Correcting an error in Mahler (see note 39), p. 312. It was R. Hanokh 
Henikh, not R. Yehiel Danziger, who succeeded R. Isaac Meir by becoming 
rebbe in Aleksander (Aleksandrow Lodzki). The Danzigers were in fact the 
rebbes of the later Aleksander dynasty, but that began, according to Y. 
Alfasi, Sefer ha-ADMoRim (Tel Aviv: Ariel, 1961), only in 1878. 
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“@ He died on 18 Adar in 1870. 


“ The text of the wedding invitation is printed in Otsar Mikhtavim 
u-Ma’amarim, p. 119. The second part of Me’ir ‘Eyney ha-Golah contains 
much correspondence between R. Isaac Meir and R. Yudel Kaminer, indi- 
cating that they were both close friends and business associates. The wed- 
ding took place in 1862, while R. Isaac Meir was still alive. R. Judah Leib’s 
wife’s name was Yocheved Rivka. Many years later, after her death, he was 
married again, to a granddaughter of R. Hayyim of Sandz (Nowy Sacz). 


“ That of R. Baruch Fraenkel-Teomim (1760-1828), rabbi of Lipnik in 
Moravia and author of Barukh Ta’am as well as important marginalia to 
the Talmud included in all the later printed editions. The Fraenkel family, 
originally from Vienna, was considered a part of the ancient Jewish aristoc- 
racy. See Encyclopedia Judaica, s. v. Fraenkel and references cited there. 


“‘ These early teachings, the originals-of which were partially destroyed by 
their author, were nevertheless preserved among the Hasidim. These were 
edited by his grandson R. Abraham Issachar Benjamin Alter (Radomsk, 
1896-Treblinka, 1943) as Sefat Emet—Likkutim, published in Warsaw (?) 
in 1934 and 1936. This grandson also edited other collections of teachings 
by the Sefat Emet. These include a commentary on Psalms, 1928 (an origi- 
nal manuscript augmented by selections from Sefat Emet ‘al ha-Torah}, 
and commentaries on Proverbs and Pirke Avot (mostly culled from Sefat 
Emet ‘al ha-Torah). The major talmudic work by R. Judah Leib Alter, in 
his grandfather's tradition, is Sefat Emet ’al Seder Mo'ed, Kodashim, 
ve-Likkutim ‘al Seder Zera’im, 3 vols. (Warsaw, 1925-31). R. Abraham 
Issachar Benjamin Alter is also author of Meir ‘Eyney ha-Golah (discussed 
above in note 13), an important collection of historical-biographical mate- 
rials around the life of his great-grandfather R. Isaac Meir, and the chief 
source for such a work as Alfasi’s Gur and other later biographies. 


“ There does exist a “commentary” by the Sefat Emet on the Tikkuney 
Zohar. This very rare little book was published in Piotrkow (or Warsaw?) 
in 1938 or 1939, and nearly all the copies were destroyed in the war. The 
Gershom Scholem Collection at the Jewish National and University 
Library in Jerusalem has a photocopy of it. This is an independent work, 
not culled from Sefat Emet ’al ha-Torah, but probably collated from notes 
in the margins of his copy of Tikkuney Zohar. Examination of it confirms 
that these are essentially hasidic insights that use the text as a point of de- 
parture, rather than evidence of true involvement in Kabbalah. 


*” See my prior discussion of this in “On Translating Hasidic Homilies” in 
Prooftexts 3:1 (1983). 


“ This included a significant migration of Russian Jews (mostly Lithuanian/ 
Belorussian mitnaggedim) after the pogroms began in Russia in 1881. 


“ As Rivka Schatz-Uffenheimer demonstrated in her book Hasidism as 
Mysticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), an augmented 
translation of Ha-Hasidut ke-Mistikah (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1968), 
Hasidism had developed or adapted from Kabbalah a distinctive mystical 
terminology. This involved much discussion of the term ayin (“nothing- 
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ness”), the union/identification of hokhmah and malkhut as transcendent 
and immanent aspects of the deity, etc. This language is mostly absent in 
Polish Hasidism after the Seer of Lublin. 


© Various aspects of the thought of the Sefat Emet have been studied by 
Yoram Jacobson in several important articles: “Galut ve-Ge’ulah be- 
Hasidut Gur” in Da’at 2:3 (1978/79), 175-215; “Emet ve-Emunah 
be-Hasidut Gur” in Studies in Jewish Mysticism, Philosophy, and Ethical 
Literature Presented to Isaiah Tishby (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1986), 

pp. 593-616, “Kedushat ha-Hullin be-Hasidut Gur” in Tsaddikim ve- 
Anshey Ma’aseh, pp. 241-277. In general I very much appreciate and learn 
from Jacobson’s work. I agree with many of his conclusions. I do find, how- 
ever, that he tends to study the Sefat Emet too much as an isolated literary 
text, ignoring its historical context and the ways in which it reflects its 
setting in the Polish hasidic school. 


5! Sefat Emet 5:54. 


* Bereshit Rabbah 68:9; ed. Theodor-Albeck, p. 777f. See the discussion by 
E, Urbach in The Sages (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1975), p. 66ff. 


* Sefat Emet 1:9. 


* On the influence of both HaBaD and Bratslav Hasidism on the idea of the 
“inner point” in the Sefat Emet and elsewhere in later Polish Hasidism, see 
the remarks by M. Piekarz in the addendum to his article “The Inner 
Point’ of the Admorim Gur and Alexander as a Reflection of Their Ability 
to Adjust to Changing Times” in Studies in Jewish Mysticism, Philosophy, 
and Ethical Literature Presented to Isaiah Tishby (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 
1986}, p. 657ff. This article has been severely criticized by Y. Jacobson in 
his above-mentioned (note 51) article in Tsaddikim ve-Anshey Ma’aseh, 

p. 242f., n. 5. I agree with his criticisms and will not repeat them here. 
Piekarz does add some of the historical context lacking in Jacobson’s 
treatment, but his tendency, well documented in several of his writings, 

to dismiss the mystical nature of the text before him, offers a completely 
inadequate reading of the material. 


 Sefat Emet 1:124. 


* Thus I demur from the interpretation of nekudah penimit offered by 

M. Piekarz in his article mentioned in note 55. His claim is that the no- 

tion of “inwardness” and the “inward point” was created as a strategy for 

. dealing with a particular historical situation, But this would not explain 
why all things, including natural and inanimate objects, should have such 

a center. While I certainly agree that the usage, a usage to which I will re- 

turn at the end of this introduction, functioned as he describes, I do not 


believe that it was created intentionally or exclusively for that purpose, 
as he seems to imply. 


* Rivka Schatz-Uffenheimer, in her edition of Maggid Devarav le-Ya’akov, 
p. 19, attributes this phrase’s origin to Judah ha-Levi's Kuzari 5:20. 

Y. Jacobson, in Da’at 2:3 (1978/79), p. 177, n. 10, suggests Sefer ha-Yashar 
as the source. A full history of this usage would prove interesting. 
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* The Lurianic table-songs have been explicated by Y. Liebes in Molad 4 
(1972), pp. 540-555. On the apple field image, see also Liebes’s discussion 
in his Studies in the Zohar (Albany, 1993}, p. 175, n. 99. 


 Sefat Emet 1:247. Emphasis mine. 


For a full discussion of the HaBaD idea of the equal presence of divinity 
throughout all worlds and the implication of that reality for Jewish theol- 
ogy, see R. Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God (Albany, 1993), p. 67ff. 


‘' The most accessible introduction to this aspect of hasidic thought is 
Louis Jacobs's Seeker of Unity (London: Vallentine-Mitchell, 1966}. A fuller 
and more scholarly discussion is found in Rachel Elior’s The Paradoxical 
Ascent to God (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993). 


®@ The meaning of this sentence is somewhat obscure, and the text may be 
garbled. 


® Otsar Mikhtavim u-Ma’amarim, p. 75f. 


“T refer to the letter of R. Yizhak Isaac Epstein of Homel to R. Hillel of 
Paritch (both disciples of the second Lubavitcher rebbe, R. Dov Baer}, 
where he defines the difference between Hasidism and other Judaism as 
turning on the realization that “all is God.” This letter has been translated 
by Louis Jacobs in Seeker of Unity, p. 159¢f. 


* | agree with Y. Jacobson (“Emet ve-Emunah be-Hasidut Gur,” p. 595, 

n. 10) that the doctrine here is not properly acosmicism, as it surely is in 
some of the HaBaD sources. R. Judah Leib tends to view the mystical 
through the lens of the Kotsk tradition that insists on worldliness but bat- 
tles superficiality. Seeing all in terms of the nekudah and working to “ex- 
pand” that nekudah until it covers all is a properly mystical formula that 
reflects this background. 


 Sefat Emet 2:91f. 
‘7 Qol Simha (Breslau, 1859) 9a. 
* Sefat Emet 2:80. 


© On R. Nahman’s view of God as One who constantly eludes comprehen- 
sibility, see the sources quoted in my Tormented Master, p. 292ff. 


” The Sefat Emet avoids the classic hasidic distinction between katnut 
(“small” or ordinary consciousness) and gadlut (“large” or expanded con- 
sciousness). See note 40 above. 

” Shabbat in the Sefat Emet is treated extensively by Y. Jacobson in “Ke- 
dushat ha-Hullin be-Hasidut Gur” in Tsaddikim ve-Anshey Ma’aseh, pp. 
241-277. 

” Cf. R. Elimelech of Lezajsk. See No’am Elimelekh, be-Har, ed. G. Nigal 
(Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Rav Kook, 1978}, p. 350. His brother is R. Zusha of 
Hanipol’, 

" Sefat Emet 3:190f. Emphasis mine. 


viii INTRODUCTION 


Here, too, we see the typically Torah-centered character of Polish Ha- 
sidism. The vehicle frequently used to convey this message is the parallel 
between God’s ten utterances in Creation and the Ten Commandments. 
According to well-established tradition, all of Torah is contained in the Ten 
Commandments, and prior hasidic writings (Tanya 2:1, for example) make 
it clear that all of Creation is contained within the ten creative utterances 
of God. For the Sefat Emet, the commandments are then a divine reformu- 
lation of the ten utterances in imperative form. As such, their observance 
becomes the way to seek and follow the ways of divinity within creation. 


5 Hasidism in this sense is very much a part of the tradition that runs 
from Yehudah ha-Levi into the Zohar and such later Kabbalah-influenced 
thinkers as the MaHaRaL of Prague. For such thinkers, there is an ontolog- 
ical difference between the souls of Jews and non-Jews. Today this view 
would rightly be called “racist,” though its historical context should not 
be forgotten. 


6 Sefat Emet 2:91. 


” See Sefer Yetsirah, chap. 3, and the commentary of Pseudo-RABaD 
(R. Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi} to 3:4. 


"™ Sefat Emet 3:186. 
” Sefat Emet 3:197. 
© Sefat Emet 1:138. 
" Sefat Emet 1:13. 


” I have discussed the parallels between the categories of sacred time, sa- 
cred space, and sacred person in two previous contexts. See my articles 
“The Zaddik as Axis Mundi in Later Judaism,” Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion 45:3 (1977), pp. 327-344, and “Sabbath as Temple: 
Some Thoughts on Space and Time in Judaism,” in Go and Study: Essays 
and Studies in Honor of Alfred Jospe (Washington: B'nai Brith Hillel, 
1980}, pp. 287-305. 


* A rare example is to be found in the sharply worded condemnation of 
Hasidim who read the secular press, dated 25 Tishrey 5663 (1902) in Otsar 
Mikhtavim u-Ma’amarim, p. 66. It is almost hard to believe that this 
fierce attack came from the same pen that wrote the Sefat Emet. 


“ This strategy of the Sefat Emet served as the paradigm for two great lead- 
ers of traditional Jewry in the twentieth century, Rabbi Abraham Isaac ha- 
Kohen Kook (1865-1935} and the late Lubavitcher rebbe, R. Menahem 
Mendel Schneersohn. 


™ The story is told in the introduction to Otsar Mikhtavim u-Ma’amarim. 


*“ I am grateful to my friends Dr. Nehemia Polen of Hebrew College in 
Boston and Dr. Shaul Magid of the Jewish Theological Seminary of Amer- 
ica for their thoughtful reading of this introduction and for a number of | 
suggestions that I have incorporated into the text. 
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“In the beginning” (Gen. 1:1). RaSHI opens his commentary 
by quoting Rabbi Isaac, who asked why the Torah did not 
begin with: “This month is the first of months for you” (Ex. 
12:2) [since that is the first commandment to Israel]. He an- 
swered by quoting, “He declared to His people the power of 
His acts” (Ps. 111:6). 

Now we have to understand how this answer applies to all 
that takes place in the Torah, from “In the beginning” all the 
way down to “This month.” Its meaning is as follows: Indeed, 
Torah was revealed primarily for the commandments. That is 
the written Torah. But God also wanted to make it clear that 
all of Creation, including this world itself, had come about by 
the power of Torah. “In the beginning,” we are told, means 
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that “He looked into the Torah and created the world.” That is 
called oral Torah—and it depends upon human acts. 

All the sections that tell of the patriarchs are there to show 
how Torah was made out of their actions. This is “the power 
of His acts’—the power that God placed within [human] 
deeds. That is why we refer to “the act of Creation.” The 
world was created by ten divine utterances [of “Let there be” 
so that the very life of the world would also derive from Torah. 
The task of humans is to make this clear, to show how every 
deed takes place through the life-energy of God. A person who 
acts in accordance with this Torah-power, fulfilling the Cre- 
ator’s will, renews the light that lies hidden within the nat- 
ural world. 

Of this, Scripture says: “I have placed My words within your 
mouth ... to plant the heaven and to establish the earth, say- 
ing unto Zion: ‘You are My people’” (Is. 51:16). But instead of 
‘ami (My people) the rabbis in the holy Zohar read ‘immi (with 
Me}, for the human being is a partner in the act of Creation. 

The word “Zion” [ziyyon/ziyyun="distinguished”] in this _ 
verse refers to the point that exists within each thing, an im- 
print or sign that reminds us of its divine origin. It is this force 
that gives life to all. The person who is joined to this inner 
point, and all of whose life is drawn to this point, indeed be- 
comes a partner in the act of Creation... . 


1:5 


What a radical rereading of the notion of oral Torah! He com- 
pletely transforms the relationship between written and oral 
teaching. Written Torah here refers to the commandments as 
found in the Torah text, which are binding on all Israel. Oral 
Torah is Torah in process of creation: the actions of the right- 
eous are seen by those around them and are made into Torah, 
that is, norms of communal behavior. This creation of oral 
Torah began with the patriarchs. The seemingly nonlegal sec- 
tions of the Torah in fact are a source of oral Torah; that is 
why God wanted to give them, to show how Torah is made. 
So, too, we would presume, are the tales of the rabbis who 
lived after Torah was given, sources of ongoing oral Torah. As 
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a hasidic master, the author would surely believe the same 
of the lives of the righteous in his own day; they, too, become 
sources of living Torah, constantly recreated in partnership 
with God. The world is ever created anew out of Torah—but 
SO, too, is Torah ever created anew out of the world. 


“Heaven and earth were completed, they and all their hosts” 
(Gen. 2:1). The Midrash says that they were made into vessels 
(va-yeKhuLu/KeLim). It also says there: “I have seen an end 
to every purpose” (Ps. 119:96). 

We can understand this by recalling the prayer we recite on 
Shabbat: “God spreads out the tabernacle of peace.” 

Every thing has its root in heaven, as it has been said: “Not 
even a blade of grass grows without its star striking it and say- 
ing: ‘Grow!’” Scripture also tells us that “God separated be- 
tween the waters that were below the heavens and those that 
were above the heavens” (Gen. 1:7). In this verse we are told 
that the lower waters wept, saying: “We, too, want to be be- 
fore the King!” But whatever was done with those “waters 
above the firmament” is not told in the Torah. Neither is the 
creation of the angels mentioned in the Torah. The reason is 
that they are the other halves that belong to all the lower crea- 
tures. Lower beings are themselves half-creatures. As each 
thing is created, something is also born in the upper world 
that belongs to this creature. 

On the Sabbath, the power of that upper root comes down, 
and the two parts are joined together. This is what we mean 
by God’s “spreading out the tabernacle of peace” [or whole- 
ness]; the upper part comes down. That is why we say 
“Shalom” to the ministering angels on the holy Sabbath. 

Now that upper part [of all things] really has no end, since it 
is beyond both time and nature. The Creation expounded in 
the Torah is only that of measures and limits. 

That is why Jacob, of whom it is said that he kept the Sab- 
bath, “inherited the world without limits,” as the Midrash 
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says. This came about through the wholeness that exists on 
the holy Sabbath. For it is a vessel that contains blessing. The 
power of the root comes to dwell within it, that which never 


ceases and has no measure. 
1:9 


How do we become more whole: By learning that we are only 
half. Each of us has another “half,” the part of us that ever 
remains with God, never fully “descending” into this world of 
change and action. It is this other self whom we call an angel, 
the one to whom we sing “Shalom Aleikhem” as the Sabbath 
begins. Rooting ourselves in that higher self is also our open- 
ing to infinity, for that which is “above” (or “within”) has no 
limits. Each of us, as we exist in this world and ordinarily 
know ourselves, is but a “lower” or outer manifestation of an 
endless and infinite whole. 


—-o 


“Heaven and earth were finished . . .” (Gen. 2:1). The Midrash 
quotes the verse: “I have seen an end to every purpose, but 
Your commandment is very broad” (Ps. 119:96). “Everything 


has a fixed measure,” says the Midrash, “but Torah has no 
measure.” 


Torah gives life to all of Creation, measuring it out to each 
creature. But that life-point which garbs itself within a par- 
ticular place to give it life—it has no measure of its own, for 
it is beyond both time and nature. It was of this point [that] 
the rabbis said: “it is the place of the world and the world is 
not its place.” 

The verse says: “Your commandment is very broad.” Very 
means that it is broader than the place which contains it. 
This is like the teaching of our sages concerning the Land of 
Israel, [which is called erets tsevi (“beautiful land,” but lit.: 
“land of the deer”), to which the sages added:] “It is the deer 
among all the lands.” Just as the deer’s skin seems not to con- 


BERE’SHIT a 


tain its body properly, so does the Land of Israel expand when 
Israel* are upon it, and so forth. The same is true within 
everything: the inward point has neither measure nor limit. 

This is true of the human soul as well, it, too, has no mea- 
sure. Scripture refers to God as the One who “forms the per- 
son’s spirit within” (Zech. 12:1). The more we transcend the 
body, the more we are capable of receiving soul. But the soul 
itself is without limit. The same is true of the world’s soul, 
because the person is a microcosm. 

The Sabbath is a revelation of this inwardness, and it is 
called “the day of the soul, not the body.” Elsewhere we have 
interpreted the word va-yekhal (“God completed on the sev- 
enth day all the work that God had done”) to refer to measur- 
ing, for the Sabbath measures out life to all things. . . . But 
Shabbat itself has no measure or bounds, for it belongs to 
those entities that transcend the world of nature. . . . 

1:9 


Here our author takes us from boundless soul to the place of 
boundless Torah. The other view of Torah is surely there in 
the tradition: that it is all about bounds and measures, that 
its purpose is to set limits and controls. But Torah in its root, 
the author reminds us, is beyond all this; it is nothing but the 
limitless wisdom of God. Torah is the infinite font of Cre- 
ation: it is manifest in the innermost point, itself unfath- 
omable, within each creature. As each creature knows its 
deepest self, it knows Torah. Only when Torah enters into 
this-worldly human discourse does it require tsimtsum, the 
contraction that makes it take on limits. So, too, the soul; its 
root is boundless. Only as it lives in this world does it have to 
exist within limits. This is why the soul loves Torah; it recog- 
nizes within it a secret partner from the world of infinity. 


* Here, and throughout the text, Israel appears in the plural form to pre- 
serve the author’s sense of “Israel” as a collective body, singular and plural 


at the same time. 
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“The Lord God sent him forth from the Garden of Eden” (Gen. 
3:23). The word sent sounds as if Adam was on some sort of 
mission. Within the garden, too, he was supposed “to work it 
and guard it” (Gen. 2:15), meaning that he was to keep the 
positive and negative commandments. But he was like the 
king’s child, one who is welcome to rummage about among 
the royal treasures, the innermost secrets of Torah and its 
commandments. 

Now it says in that verse: “God took the human. ...” This 
word took indicates intimacy and attachment. This is the 
other side of the rabbis’ reading of [the verse:] “He expelled 
the human He had made” (Gen. 3:24), on which they said: He 
divorced him as one does a woman (GaReSH/GeRuSHin). In 
that case took in this verse should be read as in: “When a man 
takes a wife.” 

But after Adam sinned, he was sent forth to work the land - 
like a servant. Only later did Israel deserve to reenter the state 
of sonship, when they received the Torah by the merits of the 
patriarchs and Moses, who had set aright the sin of Adam. 
Then they moved from the status of servants to that of God’s 
children. 

Of this it is said: “An intelligent servant rules over a dis- 
graceful son” (Prov. 17:2). Adam disgraced the entire world, 
bringing death into the world. Abraham our Father—of whom 
Scripture says: “For the sake of Abraham My servant” (Gen. 
26:24}—was raised from the rank of servant to that of son. In 
fact he was elevated higher than Adam. Scripture refers to 
“the great man [adam] among giants” (Josh. 14:1), and the rab- 


bis say: This is Abraham our Father, who was greater than the 
first human... . 


1:18 


Divorced wife, beloved child. No wonder it’s hard to figure 
out who we are, Out here, that is. Out of Eden. The point is 
that God is never happy with that divorce/expulsion, but 
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longs for an Abraham who can repair the damage in our rela- 
tionship. The state of exile and alienation, endemic to the 
human situation since Adam and Cain, is not one that God 
desires. The divine call is that we all be children of Abraham, 
not “merely human” (beney Adam), but seekers striving again 
to be “taken” by God. 

In more abstract terms: the One that is the source of all 
being longs to be known and manifest in each of us. In our 
struggle for individuation and separate identity, we forget and 
even violently break the ties that bind us to all others and to 
our shared Root. Selfish deeds, augmented by guilt and then 
defensiveness, widen the gap between us and our own deepest 
Self. The One that lives forever waits in infinite patience for 
each of us to feel, mourn, and begin to heal the breach. The 
journey from Adam to Abraham belongs to each of us. 


— 


On the verse “Let the waters beneath the heavens be gathered 
to a single place, that dry land might appear” (Gen. 1:9), the 
Midrash tells this parable. Once there was a king who had 
mute subjects living in his palace. They would make all sorts 
of motions to ask about the king’s welfare. He thought: “If 
only I had subjects who could speak, how much more would 
this be the case!” He brought in speaking subjects, and they 
sought to take over the palace! 

All that the blessed Holy One created was for God’s glory, 
to bear witness to God. Thus Scripture says: “The heavens 
tell of the glory of God, the firmament proclaims His handi- 
work” (Ps. 19:2). “There is no speech, there are no words; 
their voice is not heard” (vs. 4). These are the creatures ges- 
ticulating to bear witness to their Creator. But only the 
human being, who has intellect and speech, can bring this 
unspoken testimony into verbal expression. That is why God 
gave humans wisdom and intellect, to enable them to bear 
this witness. Intellect itself depends upon this act of testify- 
ing. The more a person directs the mind and uses intelli- 
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gence only to know God and bear testimony, the more intel- 
lect and wisdom are given to that person. Of this the psalm 
goes on to say: “The testimony of the Lord is faithful, mak- 
ing wise the fool” (vs. 8). For it is by bearing such witness 
that a person comes to comprehend even more, and to tes- 
tify to that as well. 

Of this the rabbis said: “The ark bore those who carried it.” 
The same is true of all one does for the sake of God’s name. 
The deeds themselves add to our power to understand what to 
do further. 

The counsel of the cursed primal snake—“ You shall be as 
God” (Gen. 3:5)—was intended to mix evil with good, so that 
the intelligent human would desire to rule on his own over 
those beneath him. But intellect was truly given only to know 
the Creator and to bear God’s witness. This in fact is why 
Adam was created close to the Sabbath—because the Sabbath 
is itself testimony that this is the purpose of Creation, for hu- 
mans to attest to their Creator. : 

Because of this sin of the mind, human intellect itself came 
to be diminished. Only when Torah was given did Israel attain 
undiminished intellect. Thus Scripture says: “You have been 
shown in the mind (la-da’at) that the Lord is God; there is 
none else besides Him” (Deut. 4:35}, and also: “This people I 
created for Myself, that they tell My praise” (Is. 43:21) and: “I 
have placed My words in your mouth and hidden you in the 
shadow of My hand, to plant the heavens and lay the founda- 
tions of the earth, and to say unto Zion: ‘You are My people’” 
(‘ami) (Is. 51:16). And the holy Zohar reads that word as 
‘immnii: “with Me in partnership.” 

Since the purpose of heaven and earth was to bear witness 
to God, Creation is renewed in response to Israel’s testimony. 
This is even more true on the holy Sabbath, which is the des- 
ignated time for bearing witness, just as Israel are so designated 
among the souls. Thus the one who says “Heaven and earth 
were finished” (Gen. 2:1) becomes the blessed Holy One’s part- 
ner in that primal deed, since this is the purpose of Creation. 


1:19 


BERE‘SHIT 11 


How right you are, and yet how not-so-simple all this is! The 
mind needs to stretch, to grow, to challenge. How will it do 
all that without real freedom! The human being is defined by 
intellect and will, not just speech. Do we fulfill our humanity 
by becoming mere automatons in the praise of God? 

And yet what good is freedom if it only leads us away from 
who we really are, from what we really need to know and do 
in life: Our rebellion has become exhausted in the frightful 
excesses of this century. We are ready again to bear witness, 
but we need to choose that act of witness freely. 

Help us, O Lord, to know You in our freedom! Each day 
take us out of Egypt, and then lead us to Your holy mountain. 
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NOAH 


“These are the generations of Noah; Noah was a righteous 
man” (Gen. 5:9). The holy Zohar says that Noah (which 
means “rest”} refers to the Sabbath. RaSHI comments on this 
verse that the true “generations” of the righteous are com- 
mandments and good deeds. All creatures have to bring forth 
generations. This means that the blessed God placed a holy 
point within all of Creation. All creatures, but especially hu- 
mans, are charged with broadening this point until its force 
spreads out over all the earth. This is the process of “genera- 
tion;” it takes place only through human self-negation. Each 
person has to engage in self-negation before the Creator. We 
need to know that it is not within our power to generate any- 
thing. It is only by the power of God that there is a place for 
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us. Only in knowing this can we bring about such generation. 
That is why Scripture says: “These are the generations of 
Noah.” The word noah means rest and self-composure, where 
everything returns to its source. It is the one who understands 
that he has no life on his own who brings forth generation. 
Even though rest and self-composure seem to be the very op- 
posite of generation, they allow it to be. 

The holy Zohar comments that [the verse:] “God blessed the 
seventh day and hallowed it” (Gen. 2:3) refers to manna. But 
the Zohar asks: Since no manna was to be found on the sev- 
enth day, what was its blessing? It answers that all blessings 
above and below depend upon this day. They depend not on 
the spreading forth but on the negation before God. This is the 
source of all generation. Thus Shabbat gives blessing to all the 
days of the week, since it is through Shabbat that all the days 
are negated into their source. .. . 


1:23 


Bittul (self-negation) is the hardest thing the Sefat Emet de- — 
mands of us, but perhaps the only thing that really counts. It 
is a self-negation that is in no way negative, but merely real- 
istic. Bittul does not come about from moaning over our 
human inadequacies, nor from burdening ourselves with 
overwhelming guilt. Instead, as our author shows us here, it 
comes from a place of inner rest and peace. The path to self- 
transcendence begins with self-acceptance. True surrender of 
self can be undertaken only by one who is at peace. 


On RaSHI’s comment that the true “generations” of the right- 
eous are mitsvot and good deeds. 

Note that he did not say this about all “generation,” [but 
specifically about the righteous]. But isn’t it obvious that the 
righteous follow the mitsvot? The point is that not every 
mitsvah brings about this birthing of a new “generation.” 
Only the tsaddik, who joins all of his life-force to the mitsvah, 
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fulfills [the verse:] “In my flesh I see God” (Job 19:26). This be- 
comes like the physical act of union: because all of one’s life- 
force is drawn into that act, it creates a new birth. In the same 
way, when one does a mitsvah with all [one’s] life-energy and 
strength, it brings about birth. 

Now it is also true that there is a birthing that comes about 
through every mitsvah. That is the way God made things to 
be, that actions above should depend upon those below. But 
for this birth to be called that person’s “offspring,” for the one 
who did the mitsvah to have an attachment and relationship 
to it—this depends on desire as well as upon the deed itself. 

But the simple meaning of the verse is this. Because Noah 
was a tsaddik, certainly his offspring were as they should be. 
In their coupling, he [and his wife] considered mitsvot and 
good deeds above all else. The children born of such union fol- 
lowed the root from which they came. 

121 


How right it is that these two readings come together in a sin- 
gle teaching! The first could sound almost like a monastic 
ideal: put all your energy into the mitsvah, as though it were 
an act of physical union; there you will bring forth true “gen- 
eration.” But this devotion does not come to replace the 
human act of coupling. The second reading, simple and direct 
as it could be, shows that the same Jew who is concerned 
about how to make the mitsvot into true spiritual “offspring” 
is no less devoted to finding holiness in the act of this-worldly 
union and the very real children who will be born of it. 


== 3 


Regarding the generation of dispersion [after the tower of 
Babel]. “And the Lord said: Behold, they are one people and 
have a single language” (Gen. 11:6). The Torah here teaches us 
how we lower creatures fell away from the root of oneness. Of 
an earlier generation, Scripture had said: “Behold, he has be- 
come as one of us” (Gen. 3:22), truly cleaving to oneness. The 
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rabbis taught that he became like one of the angels, of whom it 
says: “They call to one another” (Is. 6:3), meaning that they all 
join together to become one. Thus we say: “They sound forth 
together aloud the words of living God [all of them as one].” 
The Holy One created everything through the twenty-two 
letters. Each school of angels flies up to the root of its own spe- 
cial letter. Then the twenty-two letters are joined together 
through various endless permutations. Thus they are made one. 
The same was true of humans before the fall. Then we were 
expelled from Eden “to work the land.” But we still had a sin- 
gle language [the holy tongue], and by joining together the 
twenty-two letters below, we retained access to the letters 
above. Thus the Zohar says that we “cleave below to secret 
oneness, just as above.” There are various rungs of letters: spe- 
cial large ones, special small ones, and just ordinary letters. 
But the power to become one below is only preparation for 
the root of oneness above. Of this it says: “He builds His upper 
stories in the heavens, but establishes His foundation upon 
the earth” (Amos 9:6). Because the generation of dispersion 
was a gathering not for the sake of heaven, since they aban- 
doned the root and separated between the unity above and that 
below, they had to lose their own unity and become divided 
into the seventy nations. 
But the holy tongue was preserved for the children of Israel, 
who are called “a singular people in the earth.” They are “a 
gathering for the sake of heaven, whose end is to be sustained.” 


1:39 


Warsaw in 1900 was a center of Jewish socialist and commu- 
nist activity. Many children of Hasidim were attracted by the 
message of labor organizers, and they began to follow these 
leaders of the Left as previous generations had followed ha- 
sidic masters. Here the rebbe shows that he was aware of 
such thinking, and attuned to both the good and bad within 
it. The desire to draw humanity into a universal bond was an 
attempt to recreate Eden. But doing it without a sense of true 
oneness and its divine root would lead instead to Babel. — 
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But the conclusion of the teaching returns to Israel. If hu- 
manity is not united for the sake of God’s oneness, surely the 
Jewish people are! Here we can see how a true religious view- 
point would criticize all our secular Jewish efforts at pro- 
claiming: “We are one!” If our unity does not see itself as a 
way to the oneness of all things in God, it is not better than 
the unity of Babel. 
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“Get you from your land, your birthplace, and your father’s 
house” (Gen. 12:1}. The Midrash quotes the verse: “Listen, O 
daughter; look and give ear. Forget your people and your fa- 
ther’s house” (Ps. 45:11). Abraham our Father was a great sage 
even before this, as the holy Zohar tells us: “God gives wis- 
dom to the wise.” 

Now surely [each] person was created for a particular pur- 
pose. There must be something that we are to set right. A per- 
son who achieves that is called righteous (tsaddik), walking a 
straight path of justice. But Abraham our Father is called a 
lover of God (hasid); he went beyond the line demanded by 
the law. The one who serves God out of love can arouse a de- 
sire within God to let flow the source of his own soul in a way 
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that cannot be comprehended by the human mind. Thus they 
interpreted the verse: “Those who fulfill His word to hear the 
voice of His word” (Ps. 103:20). By properly mending our 
deeds, we can come to hear more and more. This goes on for- 
ever. The hasid serves God in order to become attached to the 
root of the mitsvah, ever seeking to hear new things. 

This is why Scripture said: “Hear, O daughter,” referring to 
that which we can understand, and afterward “give ear,” 
meaning that all hearing and listening should be attuned only 
to God. This is the complete surrender referred to in [the 
verse:] “Get you from your land, your birthplace, and your fa- 
ther’s house.” In this way we attain a new enlightenment, one 
that is beyond nature, just as did Abraham our Father. 

The verse continues: “which I show you.” This refers to 
that which a person cannot see on his own. And so the chil- 
dren of Israel, being drawn after Him “in the wilderness, an 
unsown land,” attained Torah, that law of fire. . . . 


1:48 


There is a rare union here: the religious life and the creative 
life turn out to be deeply intertwined. The Sefat Emet says it 
in a way you might expect of a poet. The ability to hear and 
to follow, even beyond our capacity to comprehend, opens the 
inner well and allows the soul to spread forth. The hasid as 
poet can ask no more than this: to have the inner ear attuned 
forever, to go on hearing without end. This openness beyond 
all limit transcends all other meaning in life, even that of the 
tsaddik who has found his purpose. 


——} 


In the Midrash: “Listen, O daughter, look and give ear. For- 
get your people and your father’s house’ (Ps. 45:11)....A tale 
is told of one who was wandering from place to place and saw 
a certain castle that was on fire. He said: ‘Could it be that this 
castle has no master?’ The owner of the castle looked out at 
him and said: ‘Iam owner of the castle,’” 
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A person is essentially set aright when he forgets the vani- 
ties of this world—“Forget your people”—and remembers that 
he is sent into this world to do God’s bidding. This is the 
meaning of “remember” and “keep” [in the two versions of 
the Sabbath commandment], referring to the positive and neg- 
ative commandments. 

This is also “remembering” and “forgetting,” both of which 
a person needs to do. When we forget the world’s vanities, we 
are able to remember and attach ourselves to a higher world. 
Of this the rabbis said: “Whoever is obligated to ‘keep’ is ob- 
ligated also to ‘remember.’” 

The Sabbath, when all Israel cease from labor, is truly a time 
to forget this world. That is why we merit an extra soul, we re- 
member and are attached to the world to come, for Sabbath is 
“something like the world to come.” This is the meaning of 
“remember” and “keep” the Sabbath. 

But Sabbath is really there to teach us about all the rest [of 
time] as well. A person always has to guard these two aspects 
of “Hear, O daughter” [remember] and “Forget.” Abraham was 
the first one to cast all worldly vanities aside and thus to draw 
light into the world. Of him Scripture speaks when it asks: 
“Who caused the sun to shine from the East?” (Is. 41:2). 

This is the meaning of the burning castle. This whole 
world was created only so that its vanities be forgotten and 
negated; this is the world’s true fulfillment, since it is the cor- 
ridor that leads into the great hall. It is the will of the castle’s 
owner that it be burned and consumed. Thus it is with a can- 
dle: the white fire hovers over a black, consuming fire. The 
more the black fire consumes, the more the white light 
burns. “Remember” and “keep.” This is why we light can- 


dles for the Sabbath. 
1:58 


“The Lord your God is a consuming fire.” The burning Shab- 
bat candles are here given an almost apocalyptic message: the 
very purpose of existence is that it be consumed, or restored 
to its oneness with God. Our task is to “forget” the outer 
world, to turn only to the Source of the fire that consumes it. 


22 SEFER BERE‘SHIT 


But this reading of Abraham’s burning castle does not suf- 
fice for us. We have seen our author’s entire world burned up 
and consumed in the fires of evil and hatred. For us the mas- 
ter who calls out from the burning castle is also the God we 
meet when we act to fight that fire, when we do what little 
we can to save the world from being consumed by evil 
flames. Here the balance of “remember” and “forget” has to 
be established in a new way. That is key to our religious task. 


= So 


[Concerning the same verse and parable:] The human being is 
called a walker, always having to go from one rung to another. 
For habit makes things seem natural, and this sense of “na- 
ture” hides the inner light. This is true even of Torah and the 
commandments: when we do them out of habit, they become 
our nature, and we forget their inward meaning. Therefore we 
need always to seek out some new counsel. 

That is why God “renews, in His goodness, each day, the 
work of Creation,” so that we not be overpowered by the sense 
of nature. This is the burning castle, this world of nature and 
all that passes through it. Even though all of nature came to be 
only through the transcendent single point of life, it becomes 
stamped with the imprint of nature [the ordinary] and all 
things are thus consumed, as Scripture says [of the cows in 
Pharaoh’s dream]: “And you couldn’t tell that they had come 
inside them” (Gen. 36:21). Therefore, the blessed Holy One 
renews each day the work of Creation. The person has to 
search and seek out this renewal, “to watch My doorways 
each day” (Prov. 8:34). 

That is why Scripture first said “Hear, O daughter” and af- 
terwards “and give ear.” Be ready to hear always. And there- 
fore also: “Get you out of your land”—a person should always 
keep walking. “To [that which] I will show you”—always 
some new attainment. This is why the person is called a 
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walker. Whoever stands still is not renewed, for nature holds 
him fast. The angels above are beyond nature, they can be said 
to “stand” (Is. 6:2). But the person has to keep walking. 

1:60 


Thank you, Lord, for all that nervous energy. Life as an angel 
might have been easier—standing still to do Your bidding. 
But it is our walking, our ever climbing (and sometimes 
falling!) from rung to rung that makes us human. Despite all 
the struggle and pain that go along with growing, we wouldn’t 
have it any other way. 


—— 


Human beings were sent into this world in order that all places 
be restored, that holy sparks be drawn forth from everywhere. 
This is the meaning of all Abraham’s wanderings from one 
place to another, and then to Egypt. Our sages said that this 
[descent into Egypt] was preparation for the children of Israel. 

Scripture says [of Abraham after his return from Egypt] that 
he was “very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold” (Gen. 13:1). 
These are the many holy sparks he brought out of there. “Sil- 
ver” and “gold” stand for the love and fear of God, for he came 
out of there in love and fear. He did it all for the sake of 
heaven, and so everything was restored. 

Silver and gold are not mentioned in the case of Lot; there it 
just says that “Lot too, who went with Abram, had flocks, 
herds, and tents” (vs. 5). This is why Lot came to sin after the 
journey to Egypt; he did not have the proper fear and love. The 
same applies to Lot as to the “mixed multitude” that came up 
out of Egypt with Israel. And of Israel it says: “He brought 
them forth with silver and gold” (Ps. 105:37). That is why 
“none of [Israel's] tribes stumble” (ibid.). These holy sparks 
that have come from the places of evil require careful guard- 


ing, lest they afterwards become the cause of stumbling. 
1:54 
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Our love and our fear are indeed very precious, and we are 
very fragile as we bring them to You. They are the true shin- 
ing sparks of “gold” and “silver” that we can offer up on the 
altar within our hearts. Ours is a God who wants us whole, 
with all of our emotions. Holding on to these in order to uplift 
them does not make the walking easier. The path is a more 
dangerous one than it would have been if we had left them 
all behind, but it is a path to greater wholeness. 


5 


On the verse, “Walk before Me and be perfect” (Gen. 17:1), the 
Midrash Tanhuma has Abraham ask: “Until now was I lacking 
something? And when I circumcise myself will I be more 
whole?” 

An interpretation: this is the true wholeness, when a per- 
son diminishes himself in order to be negated unto God, to 
show that we creatures have no wholeness except that which 
flows into us from the Creator. This in itself bestows whole- 
ness; here the negation of the thing is its very fulfillment. 

That is why the mitsvah of circumcision was assigned to 
this particular limb, for it is the source of flow and generation. 
This [sexual and progenerative] function is the most essential 
human power. It is here that there needs to be a sign of recog- 
nition that humans on their own are lacking, and that they 
need the Creator in order to be whole. . . . 

Therefore this mitsvah is called berit, or covenant, for it 
connects the receiver to the Giver, and that is true wholeness. 
That is why it was given to man [as a task]. The uncircum- 
cised asked: “If circumcision is really so beloved, why was 
man not created that way?” The answer is that circumcision 
really does diminish the body, but it has to be undertaken by 
the person for the sake of [connection with] the Creator. In 
this way it makes for wholeness. That would not be the case if 
the person were created that way. 


1:45 
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This explanation of circumcision, unlike so many, is offered 
without a shred of apology or defense. Yes, he recognizes that 
circumcision is a diminishing of the body. But it is one that 
we undertake for the sake of God. The organ of sexual union, 
that which will allow for the making of future generations, is 
the place where we are told to demonstrate symbolically our 
awareness that generation comes from God and is carried on 
for the sake of heaven. Life is a divine gift; circumcision is our 
way of saying that the new life comes from God, not only 
from our own act of union. 
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It is said that Abraham cleared the way for all the exile. “Israel 
were exiled only so that converts would be added to them.” 
This means drawing all creatures near to Torah. Therefore, 
Abraham chose to take himself to all these places, in order to 
set them right and raise them up. Thus it is taught that while 
Noah still needed [God’s] help to walk [in the proper path], 
Abraham found his own strength in his righteousness. “As a 
person goes, so is he led.” He chose this path, that of seeking 
out truth, on his own. 

This is why the righteous who lived previous to Abraham’s 
time were born circumcised, while he, by his own service, at- 
tained circumcision as a commandment. He was mending the 
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mundane world, so that humans by their own work should be 
able to remove the foreskin. 

Because of this, those who serve God should not be too con- 
cerned by those times of “hiding” that happen to every reli- 
gious person. “According to the suffering is the reward.” This 
way was chosen by our father Abraham, who so loved God 
that he took himself into dangerous places, in order to rejoin 
all of Creation to Him. That is why Creation itself is called 
by his name (Be-HiBaR’aM/Be-’aBRaHaM). 

Thus it is for all generations. “In the beginning” means “for 
Israel, who are called ‘beginning,’” for they bring all of Cre- 
ation near to God and thus arouse the power of new begin- 
nings in the world. 

This is also why it says that Abraham established the dawn 
prayer service, as Scripture tells us: “He arose early to that 
place where he had stood in God's presence” (Gen. 19:27). On 
the simplest level, this tells us that as soon as he arose, he was 
able to get back to that [spiritual] place where he had been 
when he lay down the previous night. . 

This is the way of those who serve God. They are called 
“walkers,” as Scripture says: “Speak of them when you sit in 
your house and when you walk by the way, when you lie 
down and when you rise up” (Deut. 6:7). All of a person’s days 
are a single journey; of this Scripture speaks when it says that 
someone “was come in his days.” Thus we say in our prayers: 
“May we arise and find our heart’s hope.” For this is a sign 
that we truly love God: if as soon as we awaken we can recall 
our Creator, before we do anything else. . . . Thus Scripture 
testifies that Abraham, the Pillar of Love, “Abraham My 
Lover” (Is. 41:8) “arose early to that place where he had 
stood.” This is what they mean when they say that he estab- 
lished the dawn service: he gave the power to each Jew to 
arouse the dawn every day. 


1:67 


The way of Abraham as defined here is that of ‘avodah. It is 
no accident that this term can be translated as both “work” 
and “service.” Abraham understands that the arousal has to 
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come from below; it is in our prayers and deeds that we 
awaken the love of God. The power to begin each day with 
this sense of 'avodah is one of the great strengths of Jewish 
spiritual practice. No wonder our tradition attributes it to 
none other than Abraham, the first seeker. 


ph | 


“God appeared to him” (Gen. 18:1). RaSHI follows the 
Midrash and the Gemara in saying that He was there to visit 
the sick. 

Of this it is written: “For I am sick with love” (Cant. 2:5). 
The community of Israel is filled with love and longing to be 
united with the blessed Holy One. On the verse, “The right- 
eous blossom like a palm tree” (Ps. 92:13), the Midrash says 
that just as a palm has desire [the “male” tree and “female” 
trees for one another], so do the righteous have desire for God. 

Soul and spirit long for their root, but they are bound to the 
body. By means of circumcision, the removal of the sheath, 
this desire of soul and spirit wins the day. The body really has 
the same form as the soul. On the verse, “There is no rock 
(tsur) like our God” (1 Sam. 2:2), the sages said: “There is no 
artist (tsayyar) like our God.” Just as in the body desire and 
longing are concentrated in this limb, so too within. 

That is why “the righteous blossom like a palm tree”; the 
entire soul truly desires to ascend, just as any derivative being 
longs for its source. As long as the foreskin covers that limb, 
the body wins over the soul’s desire. The wicked have no idea 
that they are imprisoned by the body. But after circumcision, a 
person is as though reborn. He feels himself to be a prisoner 
and becomes sick with love. 

The same is true on the holy Sabbath, when the power of 
the other side is removed, and the full light of soul, the “extra 
soul,” is seen. This is revealed in the desires and longings of 
the soul that come out on the Sabbath. The word va-yekhulu 
(“Heaven and earth were finished” [Gen. 2:1]}) can also refer to 
passionate longing. Va-yinafash (“and on the seventh day He 
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rested and was refreshed” [Ex. 31:17]) can mean: “Woe, the 

soul is lost!” For on weekdays that longing and desire are 

missing. Shabbat is to time what circumcision is to the soul. 
1:81 


Religion, he seems to say, is a matter of recognizing and 
rechanneling desires. The religious soul knows the power of 
human passions; it may also be aware that its own longing 
for God is related to other passions that fill the human heart. 
The task is one of directing the energy of longing to its finest 
and most precious goal—the love of God. 

The relationship of body and soul taught here is the legacy 
of kabbalistic tradition. The soul is not just a formless entity 
within the body. The bodily form itself is in the divine image, 
and the soul is structured in the same pattern as its bodily 
sheath. The removing of the foreskin in circumcision is thus a 
symbolic removal of the coarse power of the outer self from 
the holy form in which we are created. 


== 


The Midrash quotes the verse: “From my flesh I see God” (Job 
19:26). “Had I not done this,” Abraham asks, “from where 
would God have been revealed to me?” This is because [the 
verse] “God appeared to him” comes after the circumcision. 

This is the meaning of the commandments. They set aright 
the 248 limbs [of the human body] so that the grace of God 
might dwell upon them. This reflects great love, that the 
image of God be revealed in the human soul, by the power of 
the commandments. 

Circumcision is the first of those 613 commandments that 
are distinctively Israels. It is the root of Father Abraham, the 
positive commandment “that he command his children” 
(Gen. 18:19). Thus we say in our prayers: “With Your shining 
face You gave us the teaching of life, gracious love.” “Gracious 
love” refers to the commandments; this is the “great love,” to 
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cleave to the Creator with every limb of our bodies. This is 
the power of the mitsvot. 

Abraham our Father represents the 248 positive command- 
ments; Isaac stands for the 365 prohibitions. Jacob [who em- 
bodies them both] is “the teaching of life.” It was because of 
Abraham’s own great love that he was able to draw forth the 
commandments, this “gracious love.” 

This is the meaning of “God appeared to him” and “From 
my flesh I see God.” This is Abraham’s covenant, that by ful- 
filling the commandment down here he could be joined to the 
root above. The grace of God was upon him by the power of 
this covenant God had made with him. Through circumcision 
we come into this covenant. Therefore, at a circumcision we 
recite the blessing: “to bring him into the covenant of Abra- 
ham our Father.” 

1:78f. 


Here we see the side of Hasidism that sought to end the Jew’s 
ancient war of the soul against the body. The commandments 
involve the physical world, and this is their special strength. 
When we follow them, the body—and with it the physical 
universe as a whole—is bound to its root in the realm of 
spirit. The understanding that this regimen of transforming 
the bodily self begins with the mitsvah of circumcision shows 
profound psychological insight. 


ee | 


“Now I know that you fear God” (Gen. 22:12). But was not 
Abraham’s service out of love? And is that not higher than 
serving from fear? Then why should Scripture here attribute 
to Abraham the fear of God? 

This was Abraham’s trial. He who had left his land and his 
birthplace, who had thrown himself into the fiery furnace for 
the sake of his Creator, would not have considered it a trial to 
slaughter his son. Of course a person like Abraham, one who 
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serves out of love, would be drawn to follow God’s will with 
all his heart and innards. Each of his limbs is drawn by its very 
nature to fulfill the will of God; their very life is the divine 
command. 

But in this case it really wasn’t God's will that he slaughter 
Isaac! Abraham's heart [discerning this] felt no love or attach- 
ment to God in this act, since it was not God's true will. That 
was the trial. And that is why it says: “He saw the place (ha- 
makom) from afar” (vs. 4), meaning that he saw God (ha- 
makom) was far from him [since this commandment was not 
really God’s will]. Now all he had was the fear of God, not to 
question Him at all. 

That is why Abraham insisted that God try him no more, 
that God never be far from him again. For Abraham’s path was 
that of love. 

1:67 


This is a startling interpretation of the binding of Isaac, one 
that restores the equanimity in the God/person relationship © 
that seems so greatly thrown off balance in this tale. As one 
who stands in an ongoing love relationship with God, Abra- 
ham senses that this command to offer up his son could not 
bespeak the true will of his Lover. The command is real, and 
Abraham has to follow it, but he does so in the faith that the 
God whom he has known in love cannot will this thing; his 
God is far from him as he goes toward that mountain. Having 
survived that trial, one in which he felt abandoned by the 
God of love, Abraham is given the strength to say: “No 
more!” Never again should I or my children have to choose 
between love and the divine command. 

In this ‘akedah, both man and God are tried, tested, and re- 
fined, never to be the same again. 


HAYYEY SARAH 


“Sarah’s life was a hundred and twenty and seven years” (Gen. 
23:1). RaSHI comments that [they are written out this way to 
show that] all of them were equal in goodness. 

It is the way of ordinary people that as you get older your 
awareness increases and you settle out your ways. The older 
you get, the more you are able to put aside certain bad quali- 
ties and stop doing some of the bad things you used to do. But 
in that case, the real “days of your life” are only the last 
minute, the time when you are really whole. And only some 
merit that chance. 

But righteous Sarah, all her days were good and unspoiled. 
Surely she rose higher in her old age, but not by having to push 
away anything she had done in her youth. She just grew higher 
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according to the natural course of her being. Every day of our 

lives we are given [the opportunity of] some special thing to set 

aright. Thus we can ascend, rung after rung. In Sarah’s case 

there had been no damage done along the way, no spoiling for 

which she had to repent in order to behave properly. This is the 

meaning of “all equal in goodness.” Think about this. ; 
1:8 


For some of us teshuvah, the return to God, needs to consti- 
tute a drastic or even violent change in the way we have been 
living. But there are those for whom teshuvah is constant 
throughout life, who are always turned to God, returning en- 
ergy to the One. For them teshuvah is as natural as breathing 
and as indispensable a part of life. 


a 4 


“Sarah’s life was a hundred and twenty and seven years, the - 
days of Sarah’s life” (Gen. 23:1). The Midrash says: “The Lord 
knows the days of the perfect (temimim); their inheritance 
shall be forever’ (Ps. 37:18). Just as they are perfect, so are their 
years perfect.” 

... The first meaning of tamim (perfect) is “without blem- 
ish”; this refers to perfection or wholeness. It may be applied 
to time as well. The human being was created in order to re- 
alize self-perfection. And since we were created in this world, 
each of us given but a limited time, perfection applies to time 
as well. 

This is most obviously understood if referred to the aware- 
ness we gain every day. My grandfather and teacher (of blessed 
memory) said that the day itself is called after the light it con- 
tains, for Scripture says: “God called the light day” (Gen. 1:4). 
This means that the blessed Holy One in goodness renews 
Creation each day. Each and every day God places a point of 
awakening in each one of Israel, to which they may attach 
themselves. That is the meaning of “which I command you 
this day” (Deut. 6:6). “Each day they are to be new to you.” 
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Of the one who accepts all these daily enlightenments, 
Scripture says: “The Lord knows the days of the perfect,” 
since it is through the days that this person’s perfection is ful- 
filled. Thus the Zohar says that a person’s days make up a 
“garment.” For in the upper worlds there are various hidings 
[of the divine light] by the “other side”; not everyone can ap- 
proach the Holy. But triumph over this world and the trans- 
formation of nature bring about a “garment.” This allows 
nature, which is called “time,” to be joined and subjected to 
holiness. This is the meaning of “their years are perfect”—the 
tsaddik joins each day to its root. By attaining awareness and 
spirituality within time, a person shows that time itself has 
value, so that time, too, is uplifted. 

“God knows the days of the perfect”—their days are filled 
only with knowing God, new knowledge coming along each 
day. 

1:84 


We have seen that the holiness of time—particularly as ex- 
emplified by Shabbat—is a major theme in the Sefat Emet. 
But here we see clearly that this holiness is only a potential. 
Time is made holy by the way we use it, by the way we 
search ever anew for holiness in the days and years that are 
given to us. Each day, according to the kabbalists, we weave 
part of that garment that will clothe and protect our soul 
throughout eternity. 


[On the same Midrash and RaSHI comment:] This the quality 
of equanimity, written about in The Duties of Hearts. It is a 
very great quality for a person to remain perfect [whole, inno- 
cent] despite all that happens. Both rich and poor are tried in 
this matter. 

Sarah had lived through some very hard times early in her 
life. There had been hunger, and then she had been taken both 
to Pharaoh and to Abimelech. Now, at the end of her days, she 
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and Abraham lived in great comfort. But nothing changed in 
her, despite all these differences. 

This is what the Mishnah means when it says that Abra- 
ham our Father went through ten trials, all to show his great 
love. Abraham loved God so much that all the changing winds 
in the world couldn’t move him from his place. He remained 
whole, not feeling at all those things that passed over him. 

Most people are not like this; they go through several 
changes each day. But Sarah and Abraham were unchanged 
throughout all their years. Of them was it said: “She did him 
good and not ill, all the days of her life” (Prov. 31:12}. This in- 
cludes all those changes and trials, both in poverty and in 
wealth. “Just as they were perfect, so were their years. .. .” 

The essence of this “perfection” is to be attached to the 
upper root, as Scripture says: “Be perfect with the Lord your 
God” (Deut. 18:13). Everything below has a root above; when 
the lower portion is attached to its root, the thing is perfect 
and whole. This is the purpose of the religious life: to attach 
ourselves to our upper root... . 


1:99 


Sarah and Abraham have left their children the greatest of 
gifts: models of wholeness toward which each generation in 
its own way can aspire. The task of being ourselves, remaining 
faithful to our truest values in the face of both temptations 
and trials (those of plenty as well as those of deprivation), is 
one that confronts each of us. Being able to face these chal- 
lenges knowing that we are the children of such parents gives 
us a much-needed extra measure of moral strength. 

This teaching reflects the fact that Ger Hasidim were well 
represented among the rising middle class of Warsaw Jewry 
in the late nineteenth century. The figures of Abraham and 
Sarah are taken here to provide such listeners with a model of 
Jews who remain faithful to the values of Judaism as it was in 
the impoverished shtetl, despite the temptations of expand- 
ing economic opportunity. The model is even more needed in 
our own day, when we live in a society of luxury far beyond 
previous centuries’ wildest dreams. 


TOLEDOT 


... My grandfather and teacher used to say this about the 
wells the patriarchs dug. Everywhere there is a hidden point 
of God. We only have to remove the external covering in order 
to reveal that innermost point, which is called “a well of liv- 
ing waters” (Gen. 26:19; Cant. 4:15). On weekdays this well 
is called ’esek or sitnah (lit.: “preoccupation” or “accusation”; 
cf. Gen. 26:20ff.). But on the Sabbath it is called rehovot (ex- 
panse}. The words of the wise are gracious. 

But Scripture says: “Wisdom cries out in public; in the 
streets (rehovot) she sounds her voice” (Prov. 1:20). The sound 
of Torah is always there to arouse the hearts of Israel. We have 
only to turn our ears, as the holy Zohar says: “There is no one 
who turns his ear.” Scripture also says: “If you hear, hear My 
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voice” (Ex. 19:5), as well as “Because Abraham heard My 
voice” (Gen. 26:5). The divine voice is always present. It 
comes from the ten utterances by which the world was cre- 
ated and the Ten Commandments by which God gave the 
power of His words to all of Creation. 

On Shabbat Israel testify that the world and all its fullness 
belong to God. Then the divine voice is awakened; it is easy to 
hear that voice on the holy Sabbath. “In rehovot [in the ex- 
panse of Sabbath] she sounds her voice.” 

1:105 


A great number of the teachings on each Torah-portion deal 
with the Sabbath; we should recall that these teachings were 
all Sabbath table-talks in their original form, so it was nat- 
ural that Shabbat itself be a frequent theme. Often his mes- 
sage was the one expressed here with special clarity: 
Sabbaths and festivals are given us as a special gift, a time 
when the divine presence is clear and obvious, when God's 
voice can readily be heard. Time is dotted with these mo- - 
ments of special grace so that the rest of time, the weekday 
on which we struggle so hard to find God’s voice, will not 
completely overwhelm us. But for those whose ears are truly 
open, the divine voice can be heard through the din of the 
weekday world as well. 


= 2 


Regarding the wells the patriarchs dug: the word be’er (well) is 
to be read as in: “Moses agreed to explain (be’er) this teach- 
ing” (Deut. 1:5). In the same way, even before the Torah was 
received, the patriarchs explained/“welled” the wisdom of 
Creation, since everything was created through Torah and for 
God's glory. 

We have to contemplate all of Creation in order to under- 
stand the Creator’s purpose. Abraham our Father ex- 
plained/“welled” how to derive the love of God from all of 
Creation. He showed us how to look upon the kindnesses and 
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goodness of the Creator, whose goodness and glory fill the 
world. In the same way, Isaac explained/“welled” how to at- 
tain the fear of God from all of Creation. All this was before 
the Torah was given. This is “the well dug by princes” (Num. 
21:18), which is followed by “a gift from the wilderness.” 
Then the Torah, which explains the true meaning of all Cre- 
ation, was given. But this can be acquired only as a gift. 

As for Jacob, it says of him: “You give truth unto Jacob” 
(Mic. 7:20). The well/meaning came upon him of its own ac- 
cord, as it says: “He looked, and there was a well” (Gen. 29:2). 

LaliQ2 


Torah comes to us from above, brought down from the moun- 
taintop, given from the highest heavens. But what of the 
Torah that our patriarchs knew before that Torah was given! 
Their Torah flowed from a well, water deep within the earth. 
We have here a key metaphor for understanding the Torah 
that comes from within, rather than from above or beyond. 
Religion today would do best to seek out and cultivate this 
internal metaphor, knowing full well, of course, that both 
“above” and “within” are meant in nonliteral ways. Here the 
Sefat Emet reminds us—as he does so frequently in other 
ways—that the first Torah to be discovered is that which lies 
within. The need to contemplate all of Creation in order to 
learn God’s purpose is one that we could well affirm today. 


“Isaac loved Esau, for he relished his venison, but Rebecca 
loved Jacob” (Gen. 25:28). Scripture gives a reason for Isaac’s 
love; it was not a true love, for it depended upon a particular 
thing. If that thing were to disappear, so would the love. 
Therefore when Jacob approached him with venison, his love 
for Esau disappeared. 

But Rebecca loved Jacob without any reason, and her love 
lasted forever. This is what the Midrash means when it says 
that “whenever she heard his voice, she came to love him 
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more.” This means that it did not depend upon any particular 
thing. 

God's love for Israel is of the same sort. It does not depend 
on anything, not even . . . deeds. God has simply chosen Israel; 
“God's people is His portion (Deut. 32:9).” Of Him it is said: 
“Who is wealthy? The one who takes delight in his portion.” 

Therefore Scripture [records the following dialogue]: “‘I love 
you,’ says the Lord. But you say ‘In what do You love us?’ ‘Was 
not Esau Jacob’s brother,’ says the Lord, ‘but I loved Jacob’” 
(Mal. 1:2). This love does not depend on any reason. Israel are 
just attached to God in their root. 

1:107 


Can we accept God’s choosing of Israel, presented here with 
the fullest measure of its arbitrariness: There is something 
very attractive about the total lack of apology in this passage: 
God simply fell in love with Israel, for no particular reason. 
This love can no more be explained than any other. Can we 
imagine a God so moved by the particularity of passion: Oris 
God as Rebecca, the mother possessed by a “special” love for 
one of her children, too much for us egalitarians and democ- 
rats to bear! Can we create a Judaism for our age that does 


not stand or fall over this indeed “scandalous” and morally 
difficult claim? 


“May God give you of the dew of heaven and the fat of the 
land” (Gen. 27:28). The Midrash says: May God give you god- 
liness. The verse [is read this way even though it] concludes 
with “the dew of heaven and the fat of the land.” 

The real intent is that the Jew receive godliness from every- 
thing that exists in the world. That is why it is written: “Love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and 
with all your might” (Deut. 6:5|—to receive divinity from 
everything. For all of life comes from the blessed Holy One— 
there is nothing without Him. This is the blessing—that He 
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give you God “from the dew of heaven and the fat of the 
land”; that you find godliness in all of it. 

Now afterwards the Midrash interprets “the dew of heaven 
and the fat of the earth” to refer to offerings, libations, and 
sacrifices. But this is all the same, for it shows that in the 
Temple, by means of sacrifices (QoRBanot), all things were 
brought near (nitQaReBu) to the root. This is witness that 
everywhere “the whole earth is filled with His glory” (Is. 6:3). 

“The fat of the land” indicates that desirable things in this 
world, even earthliness itself, have a potential [godliness] to 
be realized. All was made in wisdom. That is why the earth 
needs to be worked in various ways: plowing, planting, reap- 
ing, and so forth, until food is prepared. This shows that by 
the power of human effort, the true “food,” or the hidden 
sparks of holiness, can be brought forth in this world. .. . 

1200 


This charge to find godliness in everything was given to a 
community of Jews diverse in their economic means, includ- 
ing some wealthy Hasidim, to be sure, but one that also in- 
cluded the poor and struggling. What of us, who have so 
much of “the fat of the land,” who daily consume far more 
than our share of earth’s resources! Does too much “fat of the 
land” keep us from seeing the simple “dew of heaven”? Or 
can our very richness of experience, the ability to encounter 
more diversity, greater wonders both geographically and cul- 
turally than our ancestors ever dreamed possible, enrich also 
our chances for seeing godliness everywhere we turn! 
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VA-YETSE’ 


“The land upon which you are lying will I give unto you and 
your descendants” (Gen. 28:13). The rabbis taught that the 
blessed Holy One folded up the entire Land of Israel and 
placed it beneath him. Just as our Father Jacob included all the 
souls of Israel, so did he now have the entire land. Jacob is the 
[ideal] person whom God created in His world, and his image 
is engraved beneath the Throne of Glory. Thus this place be- 
longed to him, since it includes all places. 

The Talmud says that one who gives joy to the Sabbath is 
given an inheritance without limits. There it quotes the verse: 
“Then you will rejoice on the Lord; I will cause you to ride 
upon the high places of the earth, and I will feed you from the 
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inheritance of your Father Jacob” (Is. 58:14). This inheritance 
is not attributed to Abraham, of whom Scripture says: “Walk 
about in the land, its length and its breadth” (Gen. 13:17), but 
rather to Jacob, of whom our chapter says: “You will spread 
forth to the sea and to the east, to the north and to the south” 
(vs. 14). On the Sabbath everything ascends to its root. That 
is the meaning of [the verse:] “Let no man go forth from his 
place on the Sabbath day “(Ex. 16:29). 

This was the purpose of man’s creation: that each find the 
place belonging to him. Then surely the blessing “You will 
spread forth” will apply. That is the meaning of “the land 
upon which you are lying will I give unto you.” It is the place 
that belonged to him. Jacob our Father contained all six direc- 
tions: “the ladder set in the ground, but with its top reaching 
heaven” (Gen. 28:12) represented the two vertical directions, 
and then he was told: “You shall spread forth,” and so on, rep- 
resenting the four others... . 


1:131 


Jacob is the perfect human being, the parallel within human- 
ity to the Sabbath in time and the Holy Land in space, Ac- 
cording to the rabbis, he was “as beautiful as Adam”; and his 
image, inscribed on God’s throne, was an object of godly de- 
votion. This image of a perfected human has ancient roots in 
all of our religious traditions, both East and West. We lesser 
humans live out our religious lives by imitating those great 
souls or by discovering, sometimes to our great surprise, that 
we, too, partake of their wholeness. 

This rabbinic and later mystical image of Jacob as the 
ideal of human perfection stands in strong contrast to the 
Bible’s own account of him as trickster, a tradition reflected 
even in his name. Perhaps there is a message of hope in this 
irony: Jacob, even Jacob, was capable of becoming Israel, the 


one who prevailed over God and man. You too, O ordinary 
mortal.... 
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“He looked, and there was a well in the field, and there were 
three flocks of sheep lying down by it, for from that well the 
flocks were watered. But the stone was large on the mouth of 
the well. When all the flocks were gathered there, they would 
roll the stone off the mouth of the well” (Gen. 29:2-3). 

This reality—the well in the field—is found in every thing 
and in every one of Israel. Every thing contains a life-giving 
point that sustains it. Even that which appears to be as ne- 
glected as a field has such a hidden point within it. The 
human mind is always able to know this intuitively. This 
knowledge is the three flocks of sheep, which stand for wis- 
dom, understanding, and awareness. With wisdom and intel- 
lect a person understands this inwardness: within all things 
dwells “the power of the Maker, within the made.” 

But “the stone was large on the mouth of the well.” When 
corporeality spreads forth, there is hiding; intellect is not always 
joined to deed. The answer to this lies in “were gathered 
there”—all one’s desires and every part of the body and its limbs 
have to be gathered together as one places oneself in God’s 
hands before each deed. Then “they would roll the stone.” 

You might also say that “they were gathered” means that 
you should join yourself with all of Israel. For when all of Cre- 
ation is united with God, the hiding will end. This will occur 
in the future, may it come in our days! Meanwhile, we Jews 
gather everything to Him. And even when a single person 
negates himself and joins into all of Israel, acting for the sake 
of all, we call this action “in the name of all Israel.” This too 
can roll away the stone and remove the hiding. 

The fact that in Jacob’s case Scripture says va-yegal (vs. 10} 
[which looks like “he revealed” rather than “he rolled”) means 
that he found it from within himself, for he was the whole of 
Israel. He was also tsaddik, foundation of the world, by whose 
merit the world exists. Therefore, “he revealed it” from within 


himself. 


1:124 
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There can be something frighteningly simplistic about hasidic 
teaching: “the sparks of light are everywhere,” “the inward 
point lies within all things,” and all the rest of such formula- 
tions. The teaching is saved from this danger only by our 
awareness of how large the stone really is on the mouth of 
that well, of how far we seem to be from the realization of 
that inward truth. The rest is all a matter of counsel: what 
can we do to “reveal” or unmask the stone? 


== 73 


My grandfather taught in the name of Rabbi Isaac Luria that 
the Sabbath is called a field. Scripture refers to this when it 
says: “Come my beloved, let us go out into the field” (Cant. 
7:13). This world is a wilderness, one where there is no sign 
of God’s providence. On the Sabbath it is called “field,” ready 
to be seeded. Then the power of inwardness, the divine life- 
point within it, is aroused, and it receives its seed. | 

On this basis we can understand the verse: “He looked, and 
there was a well in the field, and there were three flocks of 
sheep lying down by it, for from that well the flocks were wa- 
tered. But the stone was large on the mouth of the well.” This 
means that on the Sabbath a source of living water is opened; 
this is “a well in the field.” The three flocks of sheep are Is- 
rael, negating themselves unto God with all their heart, soul, 
and might. These are called [the three levels of] self, spirit, and 
soul; all are to be negated unto God. 


1:124 


Shabbat is a‘magical time, a moment when the world that 
often seems a barren “wilderness” is transformed into 
“field,” waiting to be planted. The well is open. But that 
magic is still only potential, waiting for us to plant the seed 
and nurture it to grow. Only we can do that; the true miracle 
is that of our ability to open in response. 
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“But the stone was large on the mouth of the well.” It should 
have said: “There was a large stone on the mouth of the well.” 
This may hint that although the stumbling-stone, our evil 
urge, is to be found everywhere, “on the mouth of the well” it 
is at its largest. It does not allow us to open our mouths in 
prayer, the service of the heart. Prayer is this well, the teach- 
ing that is in the mouth. That is why we say [before each 
’Amidah prayer]: “Lord, open my lips, that my mouth may de- 
clare Your praise” (Ps. 51:17). The main goal of the evil urge is 
to postpone prayer, as every religious person knows. That is 
why it is taught that “the one who defeats this snake gets to 
marry the daughter of the King.” 

Really, there is no advice regarding prayer. The more you 
serve God in all you do, the better you will be able to open 
your mouth in prayer. That is why it is called the “service of 
the heart”; it depends upon the longing of the heart—all day 
long, in all one’s deeds. These are “all the flocks” that were 
gathered there—this is the final result of all one’s service. 

But of Jacob it says va-yegal, which was read to mean “like 
taking a cork out of a barrel.” The tsaddik fully understands 
that this stone is there for special guarding, just as the cork is 
in the barrel to keep its contents from defilement. To one who 
stands on the outside it can surely feel as if heavenly forces 
are holding him back, placing a stone on his heart. But this is 
all for his own good. 

It is also written: “Jacob drew near” (Gen. 29:10). This may 
be hinting at a parallel to “Abraham drew near” (Gen. 18:23) 
[when he prayed for Sodom]. There the Midrash taught that 
“drew near” could mean three things: appeasement, war, and 
prayer... “Come and draw near to pray.” These might also 
be the three prayers we recite each day, the three flocks that 


enable us to roll away the stone. 


1:130 
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This teaching shows a deep wisdom of religious life, of the 
sort that is born only of long experience. The difficulty of true 
prayer, the sense that one is being held back, and the need for 
divine help in breaking through—these are attested by great 
seekers the world over. The reminder that prayer or medita- 
tion is not an isolated event in human life, but one that needs 
to be nurtured by one’s thoughts and deeds throughout the 
day, is also a bit of counsel offered by teachers of many tra- 
ditions. We see here a spiritual master who speaks fully 
within the particularist language of his own tradition, com- 
menting on a verse of Scripture, using Hebrew wordplays, and 
all the rest. But the advice he gives has breadth as well as 
depth and can be understood by anyone who has truly strug- 
gled to pray. 


VA-YISHLAH 


“A man wrestled (va-ye’aVeK) with him until the break of 
day” (Gen. 32:25). Our sages say that they raised up dust 
(‘aVaK) that rose as high as the Throne of Glory. 

This hints at the tradition telling us that Jacob’s form is en- 
graved on the Throne of Glory. But in that case, the power of 
the struggle with the “other side” also reaches that high. Thus 
it is written: “There is a hand raised over the Throne of God” 
(Ex. 17:16}, meaning that God swears that the Throne will not 
be whole until Amalek’s name is wiped out. 

But can it really be that there is some imperfection in God’s 
glorious Throne? This rather means that God’s glory cannot 
be revealed in this world as long as Amalek exists. So, too, the 
spreading forth of Jacob’s power and the revealing of his 
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form—that, too, cannot yet happen in a full way. 

That is why “the children of Israel do not eat of the vein 
sinew on the thigh to this day, because he [the angel of 
the “other side”] touched the vein sinew in Jacob’s thigh” 
(Gen. 32:33). Of him it says: “The sun shone for him” (vs. 32). 

That is why the Midrash teaches that the verse “Jacob was 
left alone” (vs. 25} is parallel to [the verse] “The Lord will be 
exalted alone on that day” (Is. 2:11). Neither of them may be 
revealed until [that day in] the future. 

1:156 


As long as Amalek continues to exist in this world, Israel, 
like God, will remain a mystery. Our true nature cannot be 
revealed, perhaps not even to ourselves, as long as we are dis- 
torted by having to defend ourselves against the attack of our 
ancient and ever-present foe, the one who is manifest in the 
Hamans and Hitlers of each generation. 

The claim makes a good deal of psychological sense. The 
need to be ever on guard against enemies, whether imagined © 
or real, surely does distort the individual’s personality, and 
even self-perception. This is true of the people as a whole, as 
has been witnessed so clearly in our generation. The struggle 
to stand tall enough to say “Never again!” has extracted a 
great price from the Jew. The need to examine the heart of 
every non-Jew we meet to ask: “What would he or she have 
done if...” has made it infinitely harder to ask what the 
hasidic master would have us do as we meet the other: “How 
do I find a way to this person’s heart, so that I may share 
something of God’s greatness and our love of God’s Torah?” 


=— 2 


“Your name will no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you 
have struggled with God and with men and have prevailed” 
(Gen. 32:29). The children of Israel merited both of these 
names, and they refer to the body and the soul. Every person 


has to set aright the body, so that the power of soul will dwell 
upon it. Then one is called “Israel.” 
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Jacob’s struggle with the angel took place because the 
human soul is on a higher rung than the angels are. But this 
applies to the soul alone. With regard to body, the angel is 
higher, for the human body is of the world of action [the low- 
est of the “four worlds”). 

But Jacob made his body so right that it merited becoming a 
throne for God; his body was like soul. Thus he was able to 
struggle with that angel, even with his physical self. That is 
why it says: “Your name will no longer be called Jacob,” even 
though the body is called Jacob; in his case it was no longer 
body, but had been turned into spirit like the soul. That is 
what Scripture means by [the verse:] “Jacob came to Shalem” 
(lit.: wholeness; Gen. 33:18). This equalizing of body to soul 
is called shalom. 

The struggle of body and soul goes on in every one of Israel. 
The better you deal with the body, the more wholeness you 
will attain. That is why the Sabbath is also called shalom: it is 
the time for righting the body, “a foretaste of the world to 
come.” In the future, bodies will be set right, truly just like 
souls. We have a taste of this on the Sabbath. . . . 

1:143 


The tradition seems to offer two ways to understanding a 
teaching such as this. One is the ascetic path. Read this way, 
the text would be claiming that Jacob so transcended any at- 
tachment to base lusts or desires that his body itself became 
of the category of soul. Even his bodily self was perfected, 
that is, went beyond its corporeal nature while yet in this 
world, just as will be the case in the world to come. 

The other reading is an older one, yet it may also strike a 
chord with the biases of today’s reader. Jacob worked to per- 
fect himself in body as well as in soul. The Midrash says that 
Jacob’s beauty was as great as that of Adam; this hardly 
seems to refer to his skills in ascetic self-mastery. It may be 
that the Sefat Emet understands and appreciates something 
of this latter reading, one that was so much a part of the pro- 
gram to create a “new Jew” that Zionists would preach in the 
next generation. 
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“God has been gracious to me, and I have all” (Gen. 33:11). 
The Or ha-Hayyim wrote on this that it was because of God’s 
gift that Jacob lacked nothing... . 

The meaning of “all” seems to indicate more than Esau 
meant when he previously said: “I have much” (vs. 9). But 
how can any person say “all”? Surely there were some things 
that he didn’t have! 

But for one who is attached to the upper root, whatever he 
has is “all.” For everything contains a point of divine life. In 
that point all is included. Thus the Midrash says: “All are con- 
sidered blind,” with regard to Hagar who found the well. 

This means that all is really found everywhere, because 
everything contains that godly life. That is why God is called 
shalom, because every point of divine energy contains all. In 
this way, the one who draws everything to its source has all. It 
makes no difference whether it is more or less. 

This is the Sabbath, the time when “all [our] desires are ful- 
filled” and we lack for nothing. That is true wholeness. But 
Esau referred to “much”; he wanted that “muchness” that 
comes about from human hands. That which comes by God's 
power is in oneness; it is only there that the “all” is found. 

This also is the meaning of [the aphorism,] “Better one hour 
of return and good deeds in this world than the entire life of 
the world to come,” and certainly better than this world itself 
as well. That “one hour” means that all is in oneness, at- 


tached to its root above. That is why Jacob can say: “I have 
all.” Understand this. 


1:140f. 


Here the religious spirit gives the lie to the life of acquisition 
in which most of us spend our days. The one who has in- 
sight—including the insight that the whole dwells fully 


within each one of its parts—has acquired all that a person 
needs in this world. 
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“He camped (HaN) in front of the city” (Gen. 33:18). It has 
been taught on this that the place was gracious (HaN) to those 
who dwelt there. For the Land of Israel is set aside for the chil- 
dren of Israel and our holy ancestors. There like found like, 
as Scripture says: “God has chosen Zion” (Ps. 132:13) and 
“God chose Jacob as His own” (Ps. 135:4). Therefore it is also 
written: “God will not abandon His people, nor will He leave 
His inheritance [the land]” (Ps. 94:14), for each depends upon 
the other. 

It was by the power of our ancestors that the Holy Land was 
made into a holy place, a dwelling for God’s glory. Of this 
Scripture says: “Happy are they who dwell in Your house” (Ps. 
84:5). The sages taught with regard to “Seir the Hurrite, 
dwellers in the land” (Gen. 36:20), that “they tasted the land 
like snakes,” meaning that they understood the land physi- 
cally, how to turn it into a dwelling-place. But Israel made it 
an inner dwelling; that is why [only] they are called “they who 
dwell in Your house.” They understood that the place was 
waiting for holiness. “God desired it as His dwelling” (Ps. 
132:13). This was brought about by the patriarchs and by King 
David, who said [in that same psalm]: “Surely I will not come 
into my own dwelling-tent, nor go up to my bed; neither will I 
allow my eyes to sleep nor my eyelids to slumber, until I find a 
place for God, a dwelling for the mighty One of Jacob” (vv. 3-5). 

1:154f. 


The holy land and the holy people are drawn to one another; 
this theme is repeated numerous times in the Sefat Emet. For 
all his strongly mythic sense of the land’s holiness, our au- 
thor is very much in the biblical tradition when noting that 
the land becomes holy only through Israel’s dwelling there. 
Unlike sacred time, which is proclaimed from the moment of 
Creation itself, sacred space is such only because of the pres- 
ence and the efforts of the holy people. 
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But the land is holy, and is home, to others besides Jews. 
Spoken in Poland, before Jewish propriety over the land was 
conceivable, these claims of unique spiritual rootedness ex- 
isted in the safety of a historical vacuum. When read in our 
own day, they also contain a dark and dangerous side that 
their author, never having encountered either the physical 
land or its non-Jewish inhabitants, could not have predicted. 
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“His brothers saw that Jacob loved him more than all his 
brothers; they hated him and were not able to speak well of 
him” (Gen. 37:4). The verse does not mention that Joseph’s 
brothers hated him because of his talebearing. In fact, it seems 
likely that Jacob did not tell them of the bad reports Joseph 
brought about them. Rather, it seems that the reason the 
Torah tells us that “Joseph brought ill reports about them to 
their father” (vs. 2) is to establish a reason why Joseph had to 
be sold to Egypt. Had he remained with their father and con- 
tinued to bring those ill reports, the tribes would have been 
pushed aside altogether. 

The meaning is thus: The task of the tsaddik is to raise up 
before God the good deeds of Israel. But Joseph was not yet 
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sufficiently whole until after his trial; only then is he called 
Joseph the tsaddik, bringing up only the good deeds. Then 
they could all be together with their father. But prior to this, 
when he would still bring in those bad reports, it was neces- 
sary for him to go down into Egypt. 

Why, then, should any sin be ascribed to the brothers in sell- 
ing [Joseph] to Egypt? Because if all their deeds had been 
proper in the first place, there would have been no danger in 
his telling their father of all they did. Then he never would 
have had to go down to Egypt. Thus they are, after all, the 
cause of his descent. 

1:165 


The tale of Joseph appears to the modern reader as a surpris- 
ingly “secular” narrative within the Torah. God seems to re- 
cede as an active participant in the events of the story, one 
that is about human destiny and the complexities of family 
relationships. But for the hasidic reader, the tale of Joseph is : 
about the education and forming of a tsaddik; Joseph is the 
figure most commonly called tsaddik, or “righteous one,” in 
the rabbinic tradition. A prime task of the tsaddik is to de- 
fend mortals before their heavenly Father. The righteous one 
should be able to judge every person generously, bringing only 
“good reports” about each one to the Father. Joseph has to go 
through the trials of being sold into Egypt in order to become 
such a person. Hasidic teaching, especially in Poland, became 
very sensitive to the question of inherited spiritual leadership 
as it was practiced within the movement. Our Father Jacob 
was a true tsaddik, but that alone did not qualify Joseph to 
follow him. The son needed his own formative suffering in 
order to become the one who would speak up for his people 
before their Father. 


. .. There are two sorts of trials. One sort can be overcome by 
a person’s own efforts. The other trial is a greater one, in 
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which sheer strength cannot be victorious at all. In a case like 
this, the pure desire and the honest and just heart of the right- 
eous person allow choice to be removed altogether, thus avoid- 
ing the trial. This is considered divine intervention. 

[Hear this in Joseph’s words regarding his trial with 
Potiphar’s wife, where] Scripture says: “He refused, saying to 
his master’s wife: ‘My lord knows nothing of that [which I do] 
in the house; all that is his he has placed in my hands .. .’” 
(Gen. 39:8). Now I have elsewhere said that God gives us 
choices in all we desire to do, asking only one thing of us: that 
we remember the yoke of God’s blessed kingdom, recalling that 
all comes to us from God. This much we surely have to keep. 

Now understand this meaning within the ongoing words of 
Joseph: “And he [He] has kept nothing from me, except for you 
insofar as you are his wife” (vs. 9). That should suffice for 
the wise. 

In this way Joseph was able to avoid having to choose; he 
remembered that choice itself is given by God. Therefore, it 
is not fair that we transgress the divine will. Even though he 
couldn’t overcome temptation by his own strength, the pain 
he felt over this caused God to deliver him from his trial. 

This was our first preparation for exile, since Egypt contained 
within it all of our exiles. The essence of exile is that it makes 
for additional choice. If there were no need to choose, human- 
ity would be truly free. When we are able to avoid choosing we 
[will] come to complete redemption. Understand this. 

1:164 


In this teaching we see reflected an approach most closely as- 
sociated with Mordecai Joseph of Izbica, a fellow disciple of 
the Kotsker with the Sefat Emet’s grandfather Yizhak Meir. 
The Izbicer believed in the abandonment of freedom of the 
will. He sought to have his disciples see freedom as illusory, 
recognizing that all comes from God, and that the only seem- 
ing “freedom” humans have is that of doing evil and aban- 
doning the path of truth. One who wants to lead the good life 
should pray that such freedom be taken from him; only in 
this way can our willfullness be fully subjugated to the good. 
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“He left his garment in her hand and fled outside” (Gen. 
39:12). He fled right out of his bodily garb. This is as in [what 
was said of Abraham]: “He took him outside” (Gen. 15:5}, as I 
have explained elsewhere. 

It is written: “You have joined a person to our head; we have 
come through fire and water, but You have brought us out to 
satiety” (Ps. 66:12). Because of the first sin, we were given 
“garments of skin” that came from the primal snake. We were 
garbed in “personhood” and corporeality. Now we first have 
to set the body aright. We do this through love and fear, which 
are bodily feelings. Only afterwards can we attain inwardness. 

In principle the patriarchs set right the sin of Adam. “Fire and 
water” refers to Abraham and Isaac; “You have brought us out 
to satiety” refers to Jacob, of whom it is said: “You give truth to 
Jacob” (Mic. 7:20}. “Truth” is that which was before the sin, for 
it was the snake who brought falsehood into the world. 

Joseph was drawn after the way of Jacob, as it says: “These 
are the generations of Jacob: Joseph” (Gen. 37:2). “And he 
made him a colorful garment” (vs. 3)—these were the “gar- 
ments of light” that existed in Eden. That is how “he fled out- 
side”—he stripped off his corporeal self. 


1:180 


This teaching may be considered one of the more “kabbalis- 
tic” passages in the Sefat Emet, which does not often use 
those mythic symbols in an ordered way. Abraham and Isaac 
respectively represent water and fire, the grace of God and the 
judgment of God, the right and left hands. Jacob, called 
“truth,” is the mediating force between them, containing the 
satiety of proper balance. Joseph, in the chart of divine poten- 
cies or sefirot, is positioned directly below Jacob, following in 
his path. Jacob is seen already by the rabbis as the most per- 
fect of humans, the one who repairs that which Adam had 
destroyed. Here Joseph follows in that path by returning to 
the way of Eden, the time before the garments of light had 
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turned into those of skin. This is taken by the kabbalists to 
mean that Adam had a light-body, a more pure or less corpo- 
real self, when he still lived within the Garden of Eden. 
Joseph, who represents sexual purity in this world, was able 
to replicate that self. 
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MI-KETS 


The Torah here tells of dreams, referring to the seven years of 
plenty and the seven years of famine. They are a hint to us 
that the power of the “other side” [or the evil forces] exists 
only because divine bounty is hidden in times of exile. They 
have no power, God forbid, outside the divine life-energy. This 
is the meaning of the “swallowing up” in the dreams and the 
fact that the cows or sheaves of plenty “could not be de- 
tected.” It appears as though these forces had some power of 
their own, but that is not the case. 

This had to be shown to Pharaoh before the exile. Even 
though Israel were going to be subject to him, there is no 
power that stands opposed to God. This is why the Torah 
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speaks of a Pharaoh “who had not known Joseph” (Ex. 1:8), 
meaning that he had forgotten this lesson as well. 

What can we learn from this passage? To prepare ourselves 
well in days of plenty, in those times when holiness is appar- 
ent to us. We should fix that radiance firmly in our hearts, so 
it may be there for the bad times when holiness is hidden . . . 

1:182 


Though heir to the kabbalistic tradition, which taught of an 
ongoing battle between forces of good and very real evil pow- 
ers, Hasidism rejects this dualistic view of the mystical tra- 
dition. Divinity is everywhere; there is no other source of 
being. All that exists is of God, whether revealed or in hid- 
ing. But the power of hiding, the exile of the mind from any 
awareness of divine presence, can sometimes be very great. 
And the evil that human beings can perpetrate in the course 
of hiding from God’s light can indeed be without end. 


Scripture says: “He placed testimony in Jehoseph [adding the 
letter heh to Joseph] when he went forth over the land of 
Egypt; I heard a language I did not know” (Ps. 81 :6). The rabbis 
say that Gabriel came and taught Joseph the seventy languages 
of humanity, but he could not fully learn them. Then the 
angel added a heh to his name and he learned them. This is a 
surprising comment. First of all, what kind of Torah is it to 
learn seventy languages? If Pharaoh knew them all, could 
Joseph [in his wisdom] not learn them? And of what help was 
the letter heh in all this? 

But we have to understand this together with another 
Midrash, one that comments on [the verse:] “Moses agreed to 
explain this entire Torah” (Deut. 1:5). This means, says the 
Midrash, that he explained it to them in seventy languages. 
For all seventy languages flow forth from the holy tongue; it is 
the Torah that gives life to all those languages. They are some- 
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thing like varied garments, but their intent is all one. The lan- 
guages indeed differ in their movements [lit.: “vowels’’], but 
the things said in the Torah can be garbed in all languages. 

Now Joseph the tsaddik, who came to rule over Egypt by 
the power of Torah, had to know all the languages and join 
them to the holy tongue. As preparation for the exile in Egypt, 
Israel's first exile, Joseph had to attain mastery over all the lan- 
guages. That is why the heh was added to his name, for “this 
world was created by a heh, as it is written: be-hibar’am/be-he 
bera’‘am” (Gen. 2:4); “He created them with a heh.” It is there- 
fore within the power of this letter to draw all languages after 
the life of inwardness, which is the holy tongue. 

1:185 


_ The faith that Hebrew is the original language of Creation, or 
the core of all human speech, is deeply embedded in Jewish 
tradition. This has particular meaning for the mystics, who 
describe God’s Creation by means of the word as closely re- 
lated to the inner workings of the sacred tongue. Joseph not 
only learned all the languages of humanity, he learned them 
through the heh, the sacred letter by which this world was 
formed. In this way he learned to redeem them from their sta- 
tus as merely profane speech, and to tie them to true, that is, 
sacred, language, the brimming cup of inner divine and 
human meaning. It is this act of Joseph’s that allows for the 
translation of sacred speech, and the bearing of Torah’s truth 
into all the endless varieties of human language. 

A contemporary and more universalist mystical Judaism 
will balk at this claim for Hebrew, even though it was once 
widely believed by Christians as well as Jews. We would have 
to say that our version of God’s universal Torah is in Hebrew, 
while we trust that the God of all has versions of the Primal 
Teaching in each of the “seventy” (and many more!) lan- 
guages and cultures. The original Torah, that which existed 
before the world, was not yet divided into words or letters. 
Only as it was “given” to each people did the universal Word 
of God have to be translated into specific words and letters. 
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[Another comment on the same passage:] 

... For Joseph’s descent into Egypt was preparation for the 
exile in Egypt. The purpose of that exile was to prepare for re- 
ceiving the Torah, to purify speech. That is why the Psalm 
goes on to say: “I am the Lord your God who brought you up 
from the Land of Egypt; open wide your mouth and I will fill 
it” (vs. 11). 

Thus, when Joseph came forth from prison he had acquired 
knowledge of all the seventy languages, as preparation for all 
of Israel, who were created to bear witness to the Creator. 
They have to make this witness clear in every language, as 
Scripture says: “Hear, O Israel!” (Deut. 6:4), meaning “in every 
language in which you can hear.” 

But the covenant of the mouth [the revelation at Sinai] de- 
pends upon the covenant of the flesh [circumcision]. These 
two covenants are represented by Judah and Joseph. It is true 
that testimony is mainly through the mouth; this is Judah’s 
strength, and that is why the other tribes followed him. But 
the root that underlies the possibility of opening the mouth 
for this testimony belongs to Joseph, [the symbol of circumci- 
sion and sexual purity]. This is, “He placed testimony in Je- 
hoseph,” for testimony depends on him. 

The Talmud says that Joseph, who sanctified the divine 
name in secret [by not submitting to temptation with 
Potiphar’s wife], merited having a letter of God’s name added 
to his own. But Judah, who did so in public [at the splitting of 
the sea], is called entirely by God’s name [YeHUdaH contains 
the full divine name within it]. This is as we have said: speech 
belongs mainly to the public realm, that of Judah, but the se- 
cret root of speech belongs to Joseph. 


1:196 


The two covenants represent two purities, the verbal and the 
sexual, which the tradition sees as deeply tied to one another. 
They represent the two ways in which the individual reaches 
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out to the human other in order to form ties. In both of these 
parallel realms, we are capable of beauty and degradation, of 
holiness and betrayal. Speech is the more public of these 
realms; thus Judah receives the greater reward for sanctifying 
God’s name in public. But the authenticity of his testimony 
depends also on the holiness with which he lives his private 
life. There it is Joseph, resister of temptation, who remains 
the ideal of the tsaddik. 
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VA-YIGGASH 


The Sabbath table-song of Rabbi Isaac Luria contains the 
phrase: “To come into the entrance-ways of the apple field” (a 
symbol-term for Shekhinah}. Why does he refer to “the en- 
trance-ways”? Does one not come directly “into the apple 
field”? 

The truth is that this apple field is everywhere, as Scripture 
says: “The whole earth is filled with His glory!” (Is. 6:3). This 
is also taught with regard to the verse: “See, the smell of my 
son is like the smell of the field” (Gen. 27:27). 

But the essential task of worship is the opening of this point. 
On the Sabbath that gate is indeed open, as it is written: “The 
gate to the inner courtyard . . . will be closed on the six work- 
days and open on the Sabbath” (Ezek. 46:1). We see that the 
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Sabbath is holy among days, for it is a foretaste of the world to 
come, even though it is within time. The difference between 
Sabbath and weekday is the opening of inwardness. “The light 
of a person’s face on the Sabbath is unlike that on weekdays.” 
Thus it is easy to experience holiness on the Sabbath. 

In the same way, we should understand that the glory of 
God’s kingdom is everywhere, even though it is not apparent. 
This is the faith that every Jew has in God’s oneness. The 
meaning of “One” is that there is nothing except God Him- 
self; God is the all. Even though we are incapable of under- 
standing this properly, we still need to have faith in it. This 
faith will lead us to truth. 

I have taught elsewhere that truth and faith represent two 
rungs. These are represented by Joseph and Judah, as the 
Midrash on [the verse] “One approaches the other [lit.: the 
one]” (Job 41:8) says. This is also the meaning of [the verse:| 
“On that day shall the Lord be one and His name one” (Zech. 
14:9). This oneness within all of Creation will become clear 
in the future; it is called “the secret of oneness” because it is 
now a hidden mystery. God’s oneness is beyond our crea- 
turely power to conceive. It is referred to in [the verse:] “All 
that is called by My name I have created, formed, and made 
for My glory” (Is. 43:7), for this world was created by His 
blessed name. 

This is the meaning of “Bi [lit.: ‘please’ but read here as 
‘within me’], my lord” (Gen. 44:18). Rabbi Isaac Luria noted 
that the letters of Judah’s name contain “YHWH within me.” 
By means of faith that God oversees all, a person can set him- 
self right even in times of hiding. Then you should have faith 
that you have within yourself the soul of the living God, as 
every Jew says [in the daily prayers]: “The soul You placed 
within me is pure.” 

When you negate yourself before this divine life-point, 
wanting to know the truth, it will be revealed to you. We find 
this with Judah [for right after he said, “my Lord is within 
me”] we read that “Joseph was no longer able to hold back” 
(Gen. 45:1). 


1:247. 
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Here we have one of the most unabashedly mystical teach- 
ings in the Sefat Emet, a brief but classical statement of the 
unique faith of Hasidism. Nothing but God exists; this world 
lies entirely within His glory or His holy apple field, which is 
not separable from the divine self. It is only to us that divin- 
ity seems distant or closed off; we have to seek the entrance- 
way, our own path into consciousness of the all-enveloping 
divine reality. You will do this best, the reader is here told, 
by recognizing the same ultimately simple truth that Judah 
did. Bi adoni (“my Lord is within me”). When you have 
learned this lesson and can live it, with regard to both your- 
self and others, all the rest is indeed just commentary. 


=— 2 


[A composite of three teachings:| 

“Joseph was no longer able to hold back.” For it is written: 
“Judah approached him” (Gen. 44:18). The “him” here refers 
to Joseph, to Judah’s own self, and also to God. The meaning is 
as follows: Judah offered nothing new in his words, nor did he 
have a good claim with which to approach Joseph. But as he 
clarified the truth of the matter, salvation came to him. 
“Truth grows from the earth” (Ps. 85:12). 

The fact is that this entire account of Joseph and his broth- 
ers is an allegory for Israel’s worship of the blessed Holy One 
... and this is its meaning. The whole world is filled with 
God’s glory; even in the place of darkness, God’s glorious rule 
is hidden. “Even darkness is not dark for You” (Ps. 139:12). For 
this reason, any person in trouble who negates himself before 
truth and hands over his soul, as did Judah, can have truth re- 
vealed to him. Judah said: “How will I go up to my father?” 
(Gen. 44:34) and was willing to be a servant in Egypt, so as not 
to sin before his father. Because of this, he came to see that all 
was for the good, and he had nothing to fear at all, for [Joseph 
said] “I am Joseph. .. . ” (1:249) 

“Judah approached him .. . [for your servant took responsi- 
bility for the lad].” Each person is responsible for his soul, the 
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King’s daughter, to bring her back to her Father in heaven. 
Even if that soul is very sullied by sin, an act of repentance 
from the depth of the heart, as expressed in [the question,] 
“How will I go up to my Father?” can transform sins into mer- 
its. Thus Scripture says, “I am Joseph.” Even though we have 
no clear understanding of how this process of transformation 
of sins into merits takes place, it is the power of the Maker in 
that which He has made. Just as a person can transform the 
heart by an act of true repentance, so can all the deeds of sin 
be transformed as well. 

Israel are in fact God’s own portion and lot. “Even a Jew 
who sins remains a Jew.” Because of this, we can be strong 
enough to approach that divine power hidden within us. . . . 
“Judah approached him” mean{s] that he approached him- 
self. He said: “My Lord is within me,” as we have already 
written... . (1:248) 

... Then surely “Joseph was no longer able to hold back.” It 
is the inner point within each thing that is called Joseph — 
[meaning “more”; that “extra something” ]. This is hidden 
only because of our defilement. There is a “shell” that hides 
and darkens as though, God forbid, the thing were separate 
from God. But through humility and true self-negation, the in- 
ward becomes revealed, and it is clear that it is “your brother.” 

This is the meaning of “my Lord is in me.” He still main- 
tained the faith that the divine life was contained within him, 
even though it was hidden and he did not know how. All this 
had brought about the sin. But truly, “my Lord is within me.” 
This is true of every hiding. . . . (1:246) 


1:246, 1:248, 1:249 


Mystical religion as described here begins not in experience 
but in faith. Judah knows, perhaps intuits, that his Lord is 
within [him] even while sin still blinds him from the realiza- 
tion that this is the truth of experience. The tenacity of this 
faith built up within him is so powerful that it finally tears 
the blinders off his eyes, allowing him to see the inner point. 
Even after that initial experience of seeing, faith and trust in 
the truth of such a moment are key to the mystic’s ongoing 
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religious life. As every God-seeker knows, insight we had yes- 
terday is worth little to us, except as a reminder when we 
struggle for it again tomorrow. 


——o 


The Midrash quotes the verse: “Counsel is like deep water in 
the human heart; the wise one draws it forth” (Prov. 20:5). 

It was the task of Judah and the tribes to draw water from 
deep wells, as it is said: “Drink water from your own cistern 
[and water from your well]” (Prov. 5:15). In every individual 
Jew in this world, and within the world as a whole, there are 
hidden lights, because “God has founded the world with wis- 
dom” (Prov. 3:19). This is the religious work of the weekday: 
to separate the “food” from the waste. 

But the aspect of Joseph draws new light from the heavenly 
root. This is [the meaning of] “and water from Your well,” the 
well that flows forever, the one of which it says: “I will pour 
pure water over you” (Ezek. 36:25). This is the written Torah. 
“Deep water in the human heart” is the oral Torah, the “eter- 
nal life implanted within us.” 

These treasures are hidden in the human heart. Of these 
Scripture says: “Seek it like silver; search for it as for a trea- 
sure” (Prov. 2:4). On this verse the Rabbi [R. Simha Bunem] of 
Przysucha taught the following: The verse says that you 
should seek it like silver and search for it like a treasure. 
“Seeking” is like a person who wants to acquire something, 
while “searching” is usually a matter of getting back some- 
thing you’ve had and lost. The difference is that the latter, the 
one who has lost something, is the more upset while in the 
process of searching. But when he finds it, his joy is not so 
great, because that which he finds was, after all, already his. 
The “seeker” [who does not think he has lost anything] is just 
the opposite. His sorrow is not so great, but his joy is even 
greater. That is why Scripture says that the religious life re- 
quires both: you should feel sorry and struggle hard to find 
that which you lost. But when you find it, you should have 
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great joy, like one who just happened upon a tremendous trea- 
sure. How gracious were that wise man’s words! 

I think both are true, that both sorts of worship are to be 
found in every person. You need to realize the potential within 
you, to seek out the lost treasure within your own soul. This 
search after your own loss is the religious work of the week- 
day. But you also have to seek “help from the Holy” (Ps. 20:3}, 
the newness that comes from heaven. That is the Sabbath, 
which is called “a goodly gift.” That is why there is so much 
happiness and joy on the Sabbath, while the week requires so 
much of struggle and hard labor. 

1:257f. 


The first part of this teaching returns to the theme of written 
and oral Torah that we have seen earlier. The oral Torah is 
that which comes from within the self; it is the basis for our 
commentary on, hence our understanding of, the written 
Torah that comes from God. The one who has no sense of — 
Torah from within the self cannot live the life of Torah, since 
the written Torah without commentary stands beyond our 
grasp. Religious life demands inner search. 

Of this search for Torah within the self, R. Simha Bunem 
asks a nice question: Are we recovering something that we 
had and lost, or gaining something new! The answer, like the 


answers to many of these seeming “either/or” questions, is of 
course yes! 


VA-YEHI 


“Jacob lived in the Land of Egypt” (Gen. 47:28). My grandfa- 
ther and teacher said on this verse: “With the quality of truth 
you can live even in the Land of Egypt! And it says: ‘Give 
truth unto Jacob’” (Mic. 7:20). Scripture could have just said: 
“Jacob was in the Land of Egypt.” It wanted to teach that he 
was truly alive, even in Egypt. “Life” here means being at- 
tached to the root and source from which the life-force ever 
flows. The holy Zohar in fact says something similar in 
Parashat Va-Yiggash on “the spirit of their father Jacob came 
alive” (Gen. 45:27). 

It seems to me that this “life” is the same as that in the 
phrase “living waters.” The soul’s joy arouses the source of 
life, and more of the life-force flows forth. (That may also be 
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why it says: “And Adam became a living soul” [Gen. 2:7]. 
“Soul” refers to desire; it is the innermost soul that constantly 
draws forth life.) 

Even though he was in the Land of Egypt, he knew that all 
of “Egypt” was just a hiding “shell,” inside which there was 
nothing but that divine life-force. That is why the sages say 
that “the wicked are called dead in their lifetimes,” because 
they are separated from the source of life. 

The Midrash says on the verse “For we are strangers before 
You” (1 Chron. 29:15) that human beings were not created in 
this world in order that {they] attach [themselves], God forbid, 
to worldly things. The purpose was just the opposite: when 
humans attach themselves to the root of life, this-worldly 
things are drawn near to God along with them. The word ger 
(stranger) means “drawing forth,” or “bringing up,” just as the 
cud-chewing animal brings up its gerah. But ger also refers to 
one who is converted, for such a person brings forth a holy 
point that was lost among the heathen. The same thing is true : 
of the exile in Egypt, where [it is said:] “Your seed will be 
strangers” (ger) (Gen. 15:13), in order to draw forth holy sparks 
that were lost there. That is why it says: “And afterwards they 
will go forth with great property” (Gen. 15:14, referring to the 
sparks). 

This is why RaSHI says that “Jacob sought to reveal the end, 
but it was hidden from him.” He wanted to make it clear that 
exile is just a matter of hiding, and that the power within 
comes only from God. But had this been revealed, there would 
have been no exile at all, so “it was hidden.” Still, the holy 
Zohar tells us, he revealed what he wanted, but in a hidden 
way. This means that by faith you can find the truth, and it 
can become clear that it’s all a matter of hiding. 

That is why “Jacob lived” is a closed section [that is, it be- 
gins in mid-paragraph in the Torah scroll]. The fact that this 
source of life is to be found even in the Land of Egypt is hidden 
(and this was the beginning of enslavement). I believe my 
grandfather quoted the Rabbi of Przysucha as wondering why 
Jacob wanted to reveal the end. His answer was that when the 
end is known, exile is made easier. That's all I remember, but 


VA-YEHI 75 


it seems to mean the same: revealing the end means knowing 
there is an end to exile, and that shows it to be but a matter of 
hiding, not a force of its own. Inwardness is truth, and that is 
endless; only the hiding has an end. Jacob wanted to reveal 
this, but then there would have been no exile at all, so it re- 
mained hidden. Nevertheless, by the faith Jews have that there 
is no power other than God, even if it is all hidden, even if you 
can’t see it with your eyes, you can still come to see truth 
within faith. Jacob our Father just wanted there to be no mis- 
take about this, that it all be obvious, but that goal eluded 
him. You need to struggle to find truth. This is the quality of 
King David, who has nothing of his own. He achieves truth 
only by self-negation. And that is the difference between truth 
and faith. 
_ Thus my grandfather and teacher wrote about the passage 
in the Talmud where Rabbi Yohanan says: “Jacob our Father 
did not die.” When the sages objected: “But was he mourned, 
embalmed, and buried for naught?” Rabbi Yohanon answered: 
“T am just interpreting Scripture.” When a person seeks to in- 
terpret Scripture and struggles at it, oral Torah is created. Such 
a person can find some of the light that comes from Jacob our 


Father’s living even within the hiding. .. . 
1:264 


Jacob represents the quality of truth, a power so great that it 
can live, in the emphatic sense of having true vitality, even 
in the darkness of exile. Jacob was truly alive even in Egypt. 
This means that none of the tribulations of this world is a suf- 
ficient excuse to keep us from being fully alive, from appreci- 
ating God’s world to the highest of our abilities. 

The only danger was that the light of Jacob’s truth might 
have been so bright that it would have given the lie to exile 
altogether, showing Egyptian bondage to be no more than an 
illusion. But the time was not right for this: Jacob’s truth has 
to remain hidden up to a certain point, so that exile can seem 
real and we see our need to struggle against it with all our 
might. Only in that way will we do our work of redeeming 
sparks, of bringing ever more points of light out of hiding. 
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That is the task we are given. But how do we sustain our- 
selves when truth has to be hidden? That is the role of faith. 
Faith gives us the courage to struggle against the darkness 
until finally we reveal its secret and come to the place of 
truth, which will finally tell us that really there was only 
light all along. Our model in this struggle is King David the 
psalmist, who cries out to God in faith even from the midst of 
the darkest night, trusting that God’s light still shines. 


The Midrash asks why this is a closed parashah. Scripture 
would seem to praise the actions of Jacob, who lived in Egypt 
for seventeen years and remained attached to life. All the de- 
filement of Egypt couldn’t stand up against his holiness. Those 
seventeen years were preparation for the entire exile. 

Yet this parashah remains closed to us. We still don’t un- 
derstand how he drew that holy life into Egypt. If we really 
got that, there would be no exile at all. But surely it is within 
the Jew’s power to arouse life anywhere! Of this it is said: “He 
has placed our souls in life” (Ps. 66:9}, and it is written: “He 
blew the breath of life into his nostrils, and the person became 
a living soul” (Gen. 2:7). “Soul” refers to desire, and a person 
can arouse the life-force through desire. The children of Israel 
are attached to life. 

But the sages taught that Jacob sought to reveal the end and 
it was hidden from him. They compare this to the king’s 
friend who was about to reveal the confidences of the king, 
until he saw the king standing over him; then he changed the 
subject to something else. This is surprising: surely Jacob 
could not have wanted to hide his deeds from God! The mean- 
ing is rather that he sought to show them the depths of evil. 
He wanted God’s kingdom to be revealed to them everywhere, 
even down to the lowest rung. That is why he referred to “the 
end of days” (Gen. 49:1), the time when God’s face is hidden. 

But the blessed Holy One did not want this [revealed], in 
order that there be an exile, for such was God’s will. That is 
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why the Shekhinah was revealed to Jacob; because there was a 
revelation taking place, he could not “reveal the end.” “The 
end” is only there in hiding. 

This was Jacob’s way: he was always putting himself into 
places where there was danger. He wanted to open them up 
for his descendants. He hinted at this when he said: “The 
angel who redeemed me from all evil, may he bless the lads” 
(Gen. 48:16). This shows that he had gone down into all the 
evil places and been saved from them. He wanted to teach this 
way to his children, but it was closed to him. 

1267: 


Jacob our Father is here depicted as a good hasidic rebbe, will- 
ing even to defy God out of love for God’s children. He had 
hoped to show his sons that God is present even in the lowest 
and darkest corners of existence. This would take the fear out 
of those places and reveal them not to be intrinsically evil 
after all. But perhaps no loving ancestor can do this work for 
descendants yet to come. Each generation has to struggle on 
its own with the relationship between God and evil. 


—#-: 


“Jacob called his sons and said: ‘Gather and I will tell you 
what will happen to you at the end of days’” (Gen. 49:1). The 
Midrash asks whence Israel earned the right to recite “Hear, O 
Israel” and answers that it came from Jacob. Thus it says: 
“This is what their father said to them” (49:28)—he gave them 
the power of speech. 

It is by this power that Israel bear witness to the Creator, as 
it is written: “the lips of truth (sefat emet) will stand forever” 
(Prov. 12:19). Jacob stands for truth, as it says: “Give truth 
unto Jacob” (Mic. 7:20). The tribes, his sons, are “the lips of 
truth,” for speech is made whole by the lips. Previously there 
had been a single language (safah), but in the generation of 
Babel, because they did not cleave to truth, the power of 
speech was taken from them and left only for Israel. Scripture 
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says: “You [’atem] are My witnesses, says the Lord” (Is. 43:10). 
This means that the power of the twenty-two letters [from 
‘aleph to tav] and the holy tongue [represented by the letter 
mem], the language used by the ministering angels, has been 
given to Israel. This is one of the ways we are similar to an- 
gels, in speaking the holy tongue. 

This is the difference between safah and sefat (both mean 
either “lip” or “language”): the lips both complete the word 
and hide or seal up that which should not be spoken. Safah, 
ending in the heh, is open; sefat, ending in tav, is closed until 
that future when “I will convert the nations to a pure lan- 
guage (safah), that they all call upon the name of the Lord” 
(Zeph. 3:9). 

But truly it is through the sefat emet (“true speech” or 
“honest talk”) of Israel that all the restoration of the future 
will come about. This is [the meaning of] “will stand forever,” 
in an active sense: by means of this true speech, all languages 
will be restored. Jacob left to his children this power of the . 
holy tongue. Therefore, Scripture says: “Remember the days 
of yore; consider the years of generations. Ask your father and 
he will tell you; your elders and they will say it to you” (Deut. 
32:7). [This continues] “I will tell you” [of Gen. 49:1]. Every 
day the children of Israel have to seek out the truth and it will 
be revealed to them. Thus Scripture says: “Give truth unto 
Jacob”—in the present. Every day, by the power of calling out 
the Shema’. 


1:281 


The relationship of truth and language is a key theme in this 
book entitled The Language of Truth. Israel know the truth 
of God deep in their hearts. But they also need the power to 
express that truth; this gift of language and expression, the 
power to cry out “shema’ yisra’el,” begins with the tribes’ re- 
sponse to their dying father, in the moment when they 
wanted to assure him that his ways had not been forgotten 
in the exile of Egypt. “Listen, Father Israel!” they called out, 
“as we still proclaim that God is One!” 
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“It came to pass in the course of those many days that the 
king of Egypt died. The children of Israel sighed because of 
their bondage, and they cried out, and their cry rose up to God 
because of the bondage” (Ex. 2:23). 

My grandfather and teacher commented that until the king 
died they were so deeply sunk in exile that they did not even 
feel it. But now the process of redemption began, and they be- 
came aware of their exile and started to sigh. This is also the 
meaning of [the verse:] “I will bring you forth from beneath 
the sufferings of Egypt” (Ex. 6:6), meaning that [Israel] will no 
longer be able to put up with the ways of Egypt. 

Surely there are several rungs in each exile. “He brings 
forth the prisoners”; “He delivers the humble”; “He helps the 
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poor”—these are three different aspects [of redemption from 
exile]. 

The middle rung [comprises] those who are prisoners in 
exile; they are unable to broaden out that point of divine life 
that is within them. They need to be brought forth from that 
prison. “The humble” are the righteous; they themselves are 
not really in exile, but they remain there only for the common 
good. Such was the case with Moses, who had already been a 
shepherd. He was prepared for redemption. In essence he was 
no longer in exile at all, but was there just to redeem Israel. 
The same was true of the light in those seventy souls who 
came into Egypt; they were there just to make for redemption. 
This is “He delivers the humble.” But “He helps the poor” 
refers to those lowly ones who do not yet even feel their exile, 
they are in need of the greatest salvation. This is the begin- 
ning of redemption: “I will bring you forth from beneath the 
sufferings of Egypt.” 

This is why there are four terms for redemption [mentioned : 
in the Torah. Those are three, and the fourth is] “I will take 
you as My people” (Ex. 6:7). This is the purpose of redemp- 
tion, the uplifting that was the reason for the entire exile. 

Something like this is true of every exile. But more than that, 
all these rungs seem to exist in every person as well. Every Jew 
has some inner place in which he is a free person. This is espe- 
cially true since we have already come out of Egypt: now there 
is surely something free in every Jew. This helps the person to 
prepare for redemption. That which is true of the people as a 
whole is true of each individual person as well. 


2:18 


Each of us slaves has a free inner tsaddik, a part of us that has 
never submitted to our bondage, or that has already been 
made free. Finding that self within us and allowing it to help 
us become free—that’s how we are going to find the rest of 
our way out of Egypt. We will only be truly motivated to seek 
out that redeemer within ourselves when even our inner 
“poor,” even the lowliest part of us, is no longer willing to put 
up with the suffering and degradation of our enslavement. 
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The hasidic master sees himself as rebbe both to the Jewish 
people and to each individual. That which is true of the na- 
tion is true of each person; Hasidism sees much of liberation 
as an inner individual struggle. But the collective desire to 
liberate Jewry as a whole from bondage is also never far from 
the surface in these teachings. 


=" 


The Midrash quotes the verse: “He announces His ways to 
Moses, His acts to the children of Israel” (Ps. 103:7). 

We are told that “whoever participates in the pain of the 
community will get to see the community’s consolation.” 
Thus it is written about mourning for the destruction: “Re- 
' joice in gladness with her, all you who did mourn for her” (Is. 
66:10). Now we have to understand what this claim means: if 
this means that the one of whom we speak will see the build- 
ing of Jerusalem in his own lifetime, will this merit not be 
shared by the whole generation [even the undeserving]? But if 
it means that this person who participated in the community's 
pain will keep on living until Jerusalem is rebuilt, we have to 
note how many righteous persons have already died before 
that has taken place! 

The real meaning is that one comes to see the community’s 
consolation right there in the midst of its suffering. Exile is 
only a hiding. If you can manage to remove that hiding from 
yourself by making your heart pure and clear, you will be able 
to see “the community's consolation.” This is the meaning of 
“Rejoice . .. with her”—with the community of Israel; even 
while she is in exile, joy is hidden up within her, for she 
knows that she is one day going to be the crown upon the 
king’s head. So whoever truly takes part in her suffering is able 
to see her joy as well. 

This is what happened with Moses. Because “he saw into 
their suffering” (Ex. 2:11), the blessed Holy One showed him 
the redemption and the giving of Torah, for this was the entire 
purpose of the exile. The Midrash says that the exile of Egypt 
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was the suffering that preceded [and led up to] Torah. Every 
exile since then and until now is preparation in suffering for 
the world that is still to come. And just as in Egypt, “the more 
they tortured them, the more they flourished” (Ex. 1:12), so it 
is in all our exiles. And since the reward of messianic days and 
the world still to come is without measure, so is the suffering 
that leads up to it without a fixed limit of time. 

Now let us go back to our verse. God showed Moses the spe- 
cial hidden light that was to be born out of this suffering. “He 
announces His ways to Moses.” Israel were able to see it only 
after it had come to pass; thus “His acts.” Moses saw the 
“ways” before they came to be, “in a flame of fire, in the 
midst of the bush” (Ex. 3:2). So it is with the righteous who 
take part always in the pain of exile: that of Shekhinah and 
that of Israel. They deserve to feel the light of redemption 
while it is still on its way. 

Deli 


But now something of redemption surely has come about. Is- 
rael are in the Land of Israel, the exiles are gathered together, 
and peace is hopefully, if ever so slowly, on its way. Surely all 
of us should be able to see something of it by now. But do 
those who for so long took part in Israel’s suffering get to see 
the glimmer of hope for redemption? Here I think of the gen- 
eration of holocaust survivors who built new lives and gave 
so much toward the building of Israel. Surely the faith they 
had to go forward bears within it something of what the Sefat 
Emet is describing here. 


== 3! 


The Midrash on “Moses was” (Ex. 3:1) says that he was pre- 
pared for redemption. Thus it says: “a refuge in times of trou- 
ble” (Ps. 9:10); the word misgav (refuge) is numerically the 
Same as “Moses.” He is the prince of Torah, which is called 
“strength.” Freedom depends entirely on Torah, as our sages 
have said: “There is no one free except the one who studies 
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Torah.” Now if the one who studies Torah is considered free, 
surely Moses, who brought the Torah down from heaven, is 
the master of freedom. 

The real freedom that comes about by means of Torah is the 
freedom of the soul from its bodily prison. This takes place 
through the Torah. “In the beginning God created”—for the 
sake of Torah, which is called “beginning”, God consulted the 
Torah and created the world. This was the way of Torah: to 
create the world and to hide within it the power of His deeds. 
By means of Torah, Israel would be able to realize this hidden 
light throughout Creation. 

That is why the Book of Exodus begins: “And these are the 
names.” The and indicates that this is adding on to what came 
before. Just as the world was created by Torah, so did the whole 
of both exile and redemption in Egypt come about by the power 
of Torah. This completed Creation. “The mouth that bound is 
the mouth that loosened.” It was the power of Torah that hid 
everything within nature; this same power now loosens the 
bonds, “saying to the prisoners: Go forth!” (Is. 49:9). 

Je 


The real exile is a universal one, beginning with Creation, not 
Egypt. It is the hiding of divine light, the slipping of super- 
natural, wondrous truth into the sheath of the natural and 
the ordinary that has us in bondage. Israel’s exile in Egypt— 
and later—is a dramatic representation of this universal 
human situation. The mystics understand the redemption 
from Egypt as the first phase of the needed redemption of the 
human mind from this “exile” or “slavery” of inner blind- 
ness. In this sense all humanity may be said to participate in 
the symbolic Exodus. Exile of the mind surely does not be- 
long to us Jews alone! 


a 


“Tn a flame of fire from the midst of the bush” (Ex. 3:2). The 
Midrash says that this is to show [that] “there is no place de- 
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void of the divine presence—not even a thornbush.” This is 
the purpose of exile: that Israel make visible His kingdom, 
which is indeed everywhere. The true meaning of the word 
galut (exile) is hitgalut (revelation), that the glory of God’s 
kingdom be revealed in every place. This task is completed by 
the souls of Israel in this world, as the Midrash says on the 
verse: “I am asleep but my heart wakes. The sound of my 
beloved knocking: ‘Open for me!’” (Cant. 5:2). 

The blessed Holy One has chosen us and given us the Torah. 
Torah is beyond time; just as for the Holy One, past and fu- 
ture are all one. In that case, the choosing of Israel and their 
attachment to God that happened when Torah was given were 
already revealed to God “beforehand” as well. This powerful 
attachment to Torah—even though it was still hidden and un- 
realized by Israel—was still “the sound of my beloved knock- 
ing: ‘Open for me,’” calling them to make this attachment real 
by opening “as wide as the eye of a needle.” 

Holiness can be revealed in this world only through the ~ 
opening that Israel make. When we said: “We shall do and we 
shall listen” (Ex. 24:7), we were making real the light of Torah, 
to which we were already attached somewhere deep within 
ourselves. Now that we have accepted the Torah, this is even 
clearer. The sound of Torah pounds in Israel’s hearts. Even 
though exile hides it, we need only long that it be revealed. 
Thus it was in the galut (exile) of Egypt that “the Holy One 
nigleh [was revealed] upon them and redeemed them” 
(Haggadah). 

It is of this that Scripture says: “As in the days when you 
came out of Egypt, I will show you wonders” (Mic. 7:15). 


2:19 


The pounding of my own heart, 

the sound of Torah, 

the voice of my Beloved— 

Help me to learn again that they are all one voice! 


VA-"ERA’ 


“T appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob as El Shaddai, but 
by My name YHWH 1 did not become known to them” (Ex. 6:3). 
All of the patriarchs’ efforts were for the sake of the children 
of Israel; that is why they are called our “forefathers.” They 
went into all the hidden places within nature, struggling until 
there, too, they found the light of holiness. This is the conduct 
of the name El Shaddai, which our sages explained to mean 
that “there is enough (she-dai) of godliness for each creature.” 
This means that God placed in each thing a point of divine life, 
powerful enough to draw to itself all that which surrounds it. 
This world is called “the world of lies”; there is much false- 
hood for every point of truth. Of this it is written: “The 
wicked walk all about” (Ps. 12:9) and also: “Save my soul from 
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lips of falsehood” (Ps. 120:2). Every bit of truth is surrounded 
by falsehood on all sides. Nevertheless, by means of struggle, 
that point of truth can be found in every place. 

This was the holy work of our forefathers. That is why 
Scripture refers to “the land of their sojourning, where they 
sojourned (garu)” (Ex. 6:4). The same word ger (sojourner} 
refers also to the proselyte. We are told that “Abraham would 
convert the men [and Sarah the women].” This act of “con- 
verting” is one of drawing everything back to its root. The 
exile of Egypt, and indeed all exiles, are of this order. And in 
this work, the merit of our ancestors stands by us. 

We are taught that “Moses prophesied through a lucid glass, 
and all the other prophets through an unlucid glass.” But why is 
their vision called a “glass” at all, if it is not translucent? This 
refers to the point that is in hiding; it is revealed in the very 
midst of its hiding. Moses merited seeing things as they will be 
in the future: One God and His name One. Then there will be 
nothing but the divine life-force. But in this world everything 
is garbed in nature. It is by sanctifying yourself in this-worldly 
matters that you attain some bit of understanding. This is called 
the “unlucid glass”; it is through the hiding that you come to 
merit revelation. But this is hard work, the task we do through 
the week. The holy Sabbath is the lucid glass, when there is an 
abundance of revelation for every Jewish soul. .. . 

225 


Torah has been given, and Moses is our teacher. Nevertheless, 
for six out of seven days each week we still have to do things 
the hard way: seeking out bits of truth, though they are sur- 
rounded by mountains of falsehood; finding the divinity that 
is there within the ordinary, the miracle within nature. In this 
the patriarchs are our best guides. 
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“I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob as El Shaddai, 
but by My name YHWH I did not become known to them.” 
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And after the four terms for redemption, the Torah says: “And 
you shall know that I am YHWH” (Ex. 6:3,7), for this is the 
true purpose of redemption. They had to be in Egypt for four 
hundred years to merit this “knowing” (da’at), which is Torah. 

Scripture says: “YHWH will grant wisdom, from His mouth 
knowing and understanding” (Prov. 2:6). The Midrash says: 
“Wisdom is great, but knowing is still greater. To the one He 
loves He gives a morsel from His own mouth.” “Appearance” 
is a matter of wisdom. You can see from a great distance as 
well, as it says: “From afar the Lord appears to me” (Jer. 31:3). 
But knowing is an intimate attachment; it is knowing in your 
very soul. 

The children of Israel are witnesses to God, as it says: “You 
are My witnesses, says the Lord” (Is. 43:10). Of the witness it 
says: “if he either saw or knew” (Lev. 5:1); there is testimony 
based on either seeing or knowledge. Truly “the Lord has 
made all for His sake” (Prov. 16:4), which means “that He be 
witnessed.” See the Midrash there. So the world and all within 
it are witness to the blessed Holy One. Even the sages among 
the gentiles have to bear witness to the Creator; the natural 
scientist surely sees the Creator’s wonders. 

But of Israel it is written: “You have been shown knowledge 
(da’at)” (Deut. 4:35)—we are witnesses both by seeing and by 
knowing. We attained this when we came out of Egypt and re- 
ceived the Torah, of which Scripture says: “Let him kiss me 
with the kisses of his mouth” (Cant. 1:2).... 

2:40 


This is what it means to know God: a closeness that can only 
be described in the language of the Song of Songs. Such 
knowing is the very antithesis of what we usually call 
“knowledge” in our modern world. Scientific knowledge is 
supposedly guaranteed by detachment and “objectivity.” The 
knowledge spoken of here is unabashedly that of total sub- 
jectivity. It can come about only through full engagement of 
the self as subject, through being wholly present to the One 
who seeks to be revealed to us and through us, if we are only 
there to witness. 
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“Indeed, the children of Israel have not listened to me, so how 
will Pharaoh listen, since Iam a man of uncircumcised lips?” 
(Ex. 6:12). We have already explained that it is because Israel 
refused to listen that he has these “uncircumcised lips.” The 
prophet prophesies by the power of those who listen. This is 
the meaning of “a prophet from your midst . . . [to him you 
shall listen]” (Deut. 18:15); it also says: “Hear, my people, and 
I will speak” (Ps. 50:7). The rabbis teach that a witness must 
be one who can hear. 

This is what delayed the giving of the Ten Commandments. 
Speech was in exile as long as those who were to receive Torah 
had not yet readied themselves to hear the word of God. When 
it says [of the people in Egypt] that “they did not listen to 
Moses” (Ex. 6:9}, the Midrash says that it was hard for them to 
abandon their “foreign worship.” Thus it is said: “No man 
would cast away the abomination of his eyes” (Ezek. 20:8). 
This does not necessarily refer to idols, but to worship that 
was foreign to them. 

Hearing requires being empty of every thing. “Hear, O 
daughter, and see, give ear; forget your people and your father’s 
house” (Ps. 45:11). This is the essence of exile today as well: 
our inability to empty ourselves, to forget this world’s vani- 
ties so that we empty the heart to hear God’s word without 
any distracting thought. This is the meaning of the verse: “Do 
not turn after your hearts [or after your eyes]” (Num. 15:39). 
And it was because “no man would cast away the abomina- 
tions of his eyes” that they walked about amid “the idols of 
Egypt.” Had they been ready to hear God's word, they would 
have been redeemed immediately. 

Now Torah has already been given to Israel by “a great voice 
that did not cease” (Deut. 5:19). It has never stopped. Each day 
we say: “Hear, O Israel, YHWH our God, YHWH is One” 
(Deut. 6:4); this is the voice saying: “I am YHWH your God”, 
it has never stopped. But we have to prepare ourselves to truly 
hear the Shema’ without any distracting thought. 
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That is why we mention the Exodus [in the Song at the Seal 
before the Shema’. By being redeemed from Egypt we are emp- 
tied of all distraction and become ready to hear God’s 
word. ... 


2:40 


Rabbi Ishmael taught that the basis of the entire Torah is our 
opposition to idolatry. Here, idolatry is taken in an expanded 
sense that makes it still applicable to us. Anything that keeps 
us from hearing the divine voice, our over involvement in the 
vanity that occupies most of our attention in this world and 
keeps us from being empty enough to receive the word of 
God—all that is our idolatry. 

Since Torah has already been given to us, the voice of God 
we are to hear comes from within ourselves. The power to 
hear the voice of God’s “I am” in our own recital of the 
Shema’—that requires concentration to the point of empti- 
ness. Sound and silence come together in this profoundly con- 
termplative teaching. It calls for a faith in ourselves and in the 
power of our own prayer that would transform our lives. 
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“IFor I have hardened Pharaoh’s heart and the heart of his ser- 
vants] so that I might show these, My signs, in his midst” (Ex. 
10:1). RaSHI notes that “might show” seems to indicate the 
future, though it could refer to the past as well. 

All these deeds that were done in Egypt took place because 
God had already placed in Egypt hidden treasures that Israel 
still had to take out. “My signs” (otot) refers to the letters 
(otiyyot) through which heaven and earth had been created. 
The children of Israel, who were ready to receive the Torah, 
first had to bring forth words and letters that already existed in 
the world. 

Thus the Midrashim say that originally there were just 
seven mitsvot. Only when Israel came along did they merit re- 


93 


94 SEFER SHEMOT 


ceiving the entire Torah. But first they had to clarify the light 
of Torah that already existed within the natural order. This is 
“the way of the world” that preceded Torah; it is something 
impressed within nature itself. Always one must first set right 
the physical and the natural, and only afterwards can we come 
to new insights. 

Now Scripture explains why God did it this way, placing 
“My signs in his [Pharaoh's] midst.” When they clarified the 
lights that came out of such a place, they would go on to live 
[and shine] throughout the generations. Therefore the verse 
goes on to say: “so that you will tell it in the ears of your chil- 
dren and your children’s children.” This made it into some- 
thing that would last. 

2:48 


Yes, the memory of a struggle for freedom makes freedom 
more real. Indeed it is the Jewish experience that such mem- 
ory can live and inspire for a very long time. But here the 
struggle is also one for words and language, as though the 
people all shared in the experience of their stammering 
prophet who struggled for words. This memory, too, we are 
told, can last forever and make the words of Torah ever pre- 
cious and new. God indeed gave Torah to Israel. But it could 
only be received in those verbal vessels that they had formed 
by redeeming language itself from its own Egyptian bondage. 


——}. 


[On the same verse] the Midrash quotes “A stone is heavy and 
sand is weighty, but a fool’s wrath is heavier than both” (Prov. 
27:3). 

Israel are witnesses to the Creator, as Scripture says: “You 
are My witnesses, says the Lord” (Is. 43:12). Just as we have 
to testify and make it clear that God created the world, so do 
we have to bear witness that all choice, all human actions and 
undertakings, come about in accord with God’s will. Thus we 
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can counter the “fool’s wrath” that says: “I did it by the power 
of my own hand.” 

All this was revealed to Israel in Egypt. On the verse: “You 
have been shown to know” (Deut. 4:35], RaSHI says that the 
seven heavens were opened up before them, and just as He 
opened everything above, so did He open everything below, [to 
show them that He is only One]. 

In fact this has to do with the conflict between divine fore- 
knowledge and free will, a subject spoken of by teachers early 
and late. This is how the Jew serves: we seek to make clear in 
this world that which the Creator already knows, and thus to 
negate choice, both for ourselves and in the world as a whole. 
This is just like what we saw in Egypt, where the blessed Holy 
One performed signs and wonders for us, “so that Egypt 
know” and their choice was taken away. He both strengthened 
Pharaoh’s heart against his will and had him send us out 
against his will. 

Now Scripture says: “According to two witnesses will the 
matter stand” (Deut. 19:15). The Creator’s conduct of the 
world in fact stands by the witness of the Jews. “You are My 
witnesses, and I am God.” And King David said: “I too will 
praise You with the harp, speaking Your truth, O my God” (Ps. 
71:22). This is an amazing thing: truth depends upon human 
effort in this world of lies. This is why the opening letters of 
the words “Truth shall spring up from the ground” (Ps. 85:12) 
stand for truth itself. 

So truth is hidden in this world. “Darkness covers the 
earth” (Is. 60:2). Up above, truth is clear and revealed; the Lord 
is a God of truth. But His deed is also true; this is the power of 
the Maker in that which He has made. This refers to the di- 
vine point within the person; that is “Your truth, O my God.” 
The wicked turn things upside down and are called “dead” 
within their lifetimes. The divine power vanishes from them; 
for them truth turns into lies. The righteous clarify that truth. 
This is apparent to every religious person who works at the 
service of God. “The ways of the Lord are straight; the right- 
eous shall walk in them, but the wicked shall stumble in 
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them” (Hos. 14:10). All of this comes about through the power 
of Torah, the Torah of truth.... 
2:63 


Truth is already implanted within us, in our deepest selves 
and within the earth. It is this truth from below, the one that 
has to “spring up from the ground,” that is the object of our 
real religious work. Even Pharaoh testified to God’s truth, but 
he did so unwillingly; he stands as a memorial to the fact 
that no person can long defy the will of God. Our job is to at- 
test to this truth willingly and in joy. Our discovery of the di- 
vine point within is also an acceptance of our own 
limitations. All our individual dreams will fade; that which is 
eternal in us is our witness to Eternity. 


—— 


“You shall take a bundle of hyssop, dip it in the blood that is in _ 
the basin, and touch your lintel and two doorposts . . .” (Ex. 
12:22). The Midrash says that even though they are lowly ..., 
if they join into a “bundle,” their very lowliness will bring 
them help from the Holy. 

The Exodus from Egypt was only the beginning, the time 
when they came out from under Pharaoh’s hand. Afterwards 
they had to enter the category of God's servants in order to re- 
ceive the Torah. This is hinted at in the smearing of blood on 
the lintel and the doorposts: so that they know this is only the 
beginning. 

Of this, Scripture says: “Open for me, my sister, my love” 
(Cant. 5:2). The rabbis said: “You make an opening as wide as 
a needle’s eye, and Ill open it up for you like the entrance-way 
to a palace.” This took place at the Exodus from Egypt, just 
like the opening of a doorway. God defended that little point, 
as it says: “God will protect the opening” (Ex. 12:23) 

Even though they went out from Egypt with great victory, 
God wanted Israel to be in their own eyes like that bundle of 
hyssop, to know that they were just at the open doorway, 
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hoping to truly come inside. Then it is written: “The king has 
brought me into his chambers” (Cant. 1:4), referring to the giv- 
ing of Torah. 

2:49 


Our hope is to enter the chamber, to live inside Torah, and not 
just to stand “before the Law.” But we also hope never to for- 
get the anticipation and the promise of that first moment, the 
time when we just began to open up the door. The rabbis insist 
that the Exodus itself was a time of revelation, an encounter at 
which Israel “saw” God. But this was just a first opening of 
the door, the beginning of a relationship that bore with it the 
promise of much more love and intimacy to come. 
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BE-SHALAH 


In the Midrash: “One who recites the Shema’ is obligated to 
mention the splitting of the sea . . . in the prayer ‘true and 
firm.’ If one does not mention it, however, the prayer does not 
have to be repeated. But if the person has not mentioned the 
Exodus from Egypt, the prayer does need to be said again... . ” 

Why does the splitting of the sea have to be mentioned? Be- 
cause that is when they came to [have] faith in God, as the 
verse says: “They believed in God and in His servant Moses” 
(Ex. 14:31}. By the power of this faith they were able to sing, 
with the Shekhinah dwelling upon them. . .. And just as they 
purified their hearts [by faith] and then sang. . . so too does 
any person coming to pray first have to purify the heart, and 
then begin to pray. 
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The verse says: “then sang Moses and the children of Is- 
rael” (Ex. 15:1}. “Then” means that at this moment the chief 
purpose of redemption had been accomplished. The point is 
that Israel was created to bear witness to the blessed Creator: 
“This folk I have formed [that] they tell My praise” (Is. 43:21). 
The Egyptian bondage was an iron furnace in which they 
were made pure, to serve as proper instruments for song and 
hymn before God. When redemption was complete, their 
mouths opened and they began to sing. Therefore, they had 
faith. 

When Israel came forth from Egypt, they did not under- 
stand what value there had been in exile. But then, as they 
became God’s instruments, they came to understand. The 
Midrash here also quotes: “My dove in the cleft of the rock, 
in the secret of the cliff; show me your appearance, let me 
hear your voice” (Cant. 2:14). They were in those clefts, hid- 
den among the rocks, so that their voices might come forth 
and be heard. 

Some of this is true each day as well. A person has to set 
this right on a daily basis. Our urges threaten to overpower us, 
making us like the dove in the cleft of the rock. We then have 
to purify our hearts in order to recite the Shema’ and say our 
prayer. 

2:78 


The theme of exile and redemption is a central drama of the 
Jewish soul. Our people’s historical sufferings—and their tri- 
umphs, with God’s help—are there as paradigms by which we 
live, Each of us has been to (and often revisits!) our own 
Egypt. We have to learn to see this Egypt—even in the form 
of our daily struggles with our own desires—as a purifying 
furnace, making our voices into instruments that will sing 
God's praise more clearly as the sea splits once again for us. 
Remembering that Egypt and transforming its meaning is a 
process vital to our religious lives; hence, any prayer service 
that fails to mention it “needs to be repeated.” 
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—— 


“Then sang Moses and the children of Israel.” After the Exo- 
dus they became instruments to witness to the Creator. .. . 
The Midrash quotes the verse: “He brought me up out of the 
gruesome pit . . . and He placed in my mouth a new song of 
praise to our God” (Ps. 40:3-4). 

The meaning of “new” is that it forever carries this power of 
renewal. It can never be forgotten by the souls of Israel. It was 
hardly for naught that they insisted this song be sung each 
day. Israel's faith [at the sea] was that this saving act would 
last for all generations. Thus Scripture says: “He is become 
my salvation” (Ex. 15:2), which the rabbis read as, “He was 
and He will be.” 

This song and the attachment to God have been implanted 
in the Jewish soul forever. But until the Exodus from Egypt, 
we were not able to call it forth. Only after this was the long- 
ing [for God] revealed. Of this, Scripture says: “Our soul has 
escaped like a bird out of the hunters’ trap” (Ps. 124:7). In 
Egypt our very desire was imprisoned. “Release my soul from 
prison, so that I may give thanks to Your name” (Ps. 142:8). 

So it is on every Sabbath that soul and desire are set free. 
That is why Shabbat is “in memory of the Exodus from 
Egypt.” And we say: “It is good to give thanks to the Lord” 


(Ps. 92:2) in the song for the Sabbath day. 
2:83 


Shabbat Shirah, the day this song is read, is also tradition- 
ally called “the Sabbath of the Birds.” It is customary on this 
winter day to put crumbs or other food out for the birds to 
eat, to sustain them through the coldest part of winter. Our 
author reminds his hearers that we and those birds have more 
in common than we might have thought. We, too, have es- 
caped from the trap only so that we can sing our song to God 
for just a bit longer. Shabbat is here to give us the freedom 
we need to do that. 
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The manna is called “food from heaven” (Ex. 16:4). The 
Midrash quotes: “Go eat My food and drink of the wine I have 
poured” (Prov. 9:5), [referring to Torah]. For the generation of 
the wilderness were sustained truly by Torah itself, by “food 
from heaven.” 

But humans had previously been prepared for this. “He 
placed him in the Garden of Eden...” but then “lest he 
stretch forth his hand and eat of the Tree of Life . . . He ex- 
pelled .. . the turning flaming sword to guard the way to the 
Tree of Life” (Gen. 2:15; 3:22,24). 

It is taught that “whoever slays this snake will marry the 
King’s daughter.” So after the Exodus from Egypt, Israel were 
ready for the Tree of Life. “I thought you were divine beings, 
children of the most high” (Ps. 82:6), and so they were given 
this “food that the angels eat.” 

The rabbis say that had Israel kept the first Sabbath, no na- 
tion would have had rule over them, for it says: “And it hap- 
pened on the seventh day that some of the people went out to 
gather it” (Ex. 16:27) and then “Amalek came and fought with 
Israel” (Ex. 17:8). But we interpret this “first Sabbath” to mean 
really the first, the Sabbath of Creation, when “He placed him 
in the garden.” This is the true rest that God desires. 

Some of that light is present on every holy Sabbath. That is 
why an extra soul comes down from the Garden of Eden, and 
that is called “rest... . ” 


275 


Now that we have come out of Egypt, the historic exile, we 
are ready to “return” from the cosmic exile as well, to that 
rest first promised in Eden. The universal human exile and 
the national exile of the Jewish people are taken to be one and 
the same. This time the snake—in the person of Pharaoh— 
has been defeated, and Israel can eat the manna, the fruit of 
the Tree of Life, the food of angels. 
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Each Sabbath contains within it a return to the original 
Sabbath of Eden, waiting for us to reclaim it. It is only our 
entanglement with the mundane world that keeps us from it. 
How can we prepare ourselves to reenter Eden each Sabbath? 


On the manna: the Midrash claims that Israel merited the 
manna because of the food that Abraham our Father had given 
to the ministering angels. The manna first came to them in 
Alush (cf. Num. 33:14}, because Abraham had said to Sarah 
“knead (lushi) and make cakes” (Gen. 18:6). The Torah hints 
that Israel’s souls were so purified that they could eat the food 
that sustains the angels. This came about because of Abraham, 
_ who himself had become pure enough to feed the angels. “He 
stood over them beneath the tree and they ate” (vs. 8). The 
deeds of the patriarchs were so holy, and the Shekhinah so 
dwelt in their midst, that the angels ate of their food. Of this, 
Scripture says: “Go eat of My food” (Prov. 9:5) [for the manna 
is called “bread from heaven”’]. 

There is [also] “bread from the earth”—this refers to the re- 
demptive work the righteous have to do each day. That bread 
rises upward. And then there is the bread that comes down to 
them from heaven. On the Sabbath we have two loaves joined 
together, to point to these two kinds of bread. Thus the holy 
Zohar comments on “between Me and the children of Israel” 
(Ex. 31:17), that on the Sabbath those above and below rejoice 


together. 
2:84 


The two Sabbath loaves represent the meeting of two sorts of 
bread: that which we uplift from earth in the course of our 
transforming work, and that which comes from heaven as a 
blessing to our rest. It is the combination of these two that 
makes for Shabbat. Our preparation is vital, and the rabbis 
say that “the one who has worked hard on the Sabbath eve 
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will eat on the Sabbath.” But Shabbat is also a divine gift 
that comes upon us from a mysterious place both beyond and 
within; a gift from God’s own treasure-house, as it is taught, 
that is given to Israel each week. 


YITKO 


“All the people saw the voices” [lit.: “the thunder”] (Ex. 
20:18). The voice was that which said, “I am the Lord your 
God” (vs. 2; in the singular). Each one of Israel saw the root of 
his or her own life-force. With their very eyes each one saw 
the part of the divine soul above that lives within. They had 
no need to “believe” the commandments, because they saw 
the voices. That’s the way it is when God speaks. 
2:91 


The dramatic setting of the Sinai revelation is so powerful 
that we sometimes forget to ask the internal question about 
what this event of God’s self-revealing meant to those who 
were present (and we too are among them, of course). Here 
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we are told that the supernatural “seeing the voice” means 
that each one uniquely experienced the divine voice speak- 
ing within his or her own soul. To this all the rest of religion— 
indeed, perhaps all the rest of life—is merely commentary. 


== 2 


Of Sinai it says: “The day you stood before the Lord your God 
at Horeb” (Deut. 4:10}. At Sinai Israel reached a state of per- 
fect wholeness, like that of the angels. The human being is a 
walker, always having to go from one rung to the next; we are 
ever on the way to wholeness. Only when we reach it can we 
“stand [like the angels].” And some of the light of that whole- 
ness reaches us every Sabbath. That is why we cease from 
work. Scripture points to this in [the verses]: “If you restrain 
your foot because of the Sabbath” (Is. 58:13) and “May no per- 

son go forth from his place on the Sabbath day” (Ex. 16:29). 
Of this we say: “Spread over us the tabernacle of Your peace.” 
2:102 


The spiritual life has its own rhythms: weekdays for walking, 
Sabbaths for rest. But sometimes the period between two of 
those Sabbaths can stretch out to years. 


== 3 


The Midrash quotes: “The Lord is my strength and my strong- 
hold, my refuge on the day of trouble; unto You nations will 
come from tke far corners of the earth” (Jer. 16:19}, 

God has chosen the children of Israel as His own portion. 
One might think that this would make for a greater distance 
between God and the other nations. But actually, just the op- 
posite is true. This was God's deeper plan: to bring all nations 
near to Him by means of Israel. Israel understand this, and it is 
their desire to bring everyone close to God. Only the wicked 
interfere with this plan, as [when] “Amalek came and fought 
with Israel” (Ex. 17:8). But when Jethro came, they drew him 
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near with all their strength. “The Lord is my strength”—Is- 
rael’s own strength. “And my stronghold’”—He gives strength 
to Israel. There is to be power in their hands through the 
Torah God has given them—“The Lord gives strength to His 
people” (Ps. 29:11}—for they are God’s emissaries, to bring all 
creatures near to Him. 

This is the meaning of [the verse]: “The Lord spoke all these 
words, saying: ‘I am the Lord your God’” (Ex. 20:1-2). The 
blessed Creator gave them the Torah. The nations were not ca- 
pable of this. Even of Israel it is said that their souls fluttered 
out of them and they were purified like angels. That is why it 
says: “The day you stood before the Lord your God at Horeb” 
(Deut. 4:10). The angels are those who “stand.” The intent is 
that [every one of] Israel speak these words, drawing them into 
rung after rung, until all creatures are brought close to God. 
The life-force of all is in the Torah, and all are to be redeemed 
by the power of Torah. This is the meaning of “saying” in that 
verse: every one of Israel has to bear witness to the Creator 
each day. Twice a day we say, “Hear, O Israel.” These words 
shine forth to all the world, to all who are created. 

RaSHI comments on “saying” that Israel called out “Yes!” 
at each positive commandment and “No!” at each negative 
commandment. This means that God’s words are not like 
those of flesh and blood. These utterances were engraved in 
their hearts; Israel “saw the voices.” In their hearts they saw 
the words fulfilled in that very instant; their souls were re- 
deemed as they were drawn after God’s words. This becomes 
the oral Torah, of which we say: “Eternal life has He im- 
planted within us.” The words of Torah were absorbed into 
their souls. This is “my stronghold”—their very selves be- 


came Torah. 
2:91 


But the nations and the creatures cannot hear our shema'’ yis- 
rael. And even if they do, they have no idea that it is ad- 
dressed to them, a universal call to come near to God. How 
do we translate our Shema’ so that the world can hear: How 
do we learn to share God’s word with all, while still keeping 
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it enough our own to give us strength? It is in these challenges 
that the voice of Sinai calls out to us today. We still do not 
have a Judaism that lives up to the high universal standards 
demanded here. 

The task has gotten both easier and harder in our day. No 
one will kill or persecute us for bearing God’s witness to the 
world; we are free to deliver our testimony. But the job has 
gotten so much more complex. Recognizing, as we should, 
that there are other testimonies to God in the world, some- 
times we forget the special value of our own unique witness 
and the need the world still has to hear the call of Israel. 


Fm 


We are commanded to remember each day the giving of the 
Torah, “The day you stood before YHWH” (Deut. 4:10) or 
“these words that I command you today” (Deut. 6:6). This is 
[the] “I am” of the Ten Commandments. It is spoken of also in — 
[the verse:] “If you will truly listen unto My commandments 
that I command you this day” (Deut. 11:13), in the second pas- 
sage of the Shema’. [One is singular, one is plural, command- 
ing] the individual and the group. 

Thus is the commandment of Torah aroused each day. The 
Ten Commandments contain within them the entire Torah. 
They stand parallel to the ten utterances of God in creating 
the world. Just as all of Creation and all that has happened 
since, in general and in particular, were included in those ten 
“Let there be”s, so is all of Torah—all the commandments as 
performed by every one of Israel, general and particular—in- 
cluded within these Ten Commandments. 

The difference between these two sets of ten is that the di- 
vine utterances of Creation are fixed within nature, while the 
commandments are constantly renewed. They are the inner 
side of the ten utterances. That is why the Mishnah (Avot 5:1} 
can teach that the world was created with ten utterances “to 
give goodly reward to those who preserve” it. This “goodly re- 
ward” is Torah. 
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Scripture says: “The Lord founded earth with wisdom; He 
establishes the heavens with understanding” (Prov. 3:19); 
“founded” [in the past tense] refers to Creation, but “estab- 
lishes” [in the present] is constant, as the holy Zohar says. 
This refers to Torah, which is renewed constantly. And by the 
power of Torah, the utterances of Creation are renewed as 
well. Of this we say: “By His goodness [=Torah] He renews 
each day the work of Creation.” By means of the command- 
ments we can find that renewal of Torah each day. ... 

2:103 


The relationship between these two sets of ten can be seen in 
both directions. The Sefat Emet wants to find the Ten Com- 
mandments within the ten utterances, seeing Torah as the 

essence of Creation itself. The commandments are God’s 
_ “translation” of the fixed utterances into a language of hu- 
manity that is ever on the move, growing and evolving in new 
directions, taking the commandments along with it. It is only 
in the language of imperatives for behavior that the words of 
Creation become truly dynamic rather than static. 

But we also need to seek God’s ten repetitions of “Let there 
be” within the Ten Commandments. That, too, would give us 
a renewed Torah, one that becomes a way to affirm all that is, 
since everything that has come to be is derived from the ten 
utterances. Within the written Torah we learn to discover 
God’s secret Torah, the one manifest in Creation itself. This 
Torah is the true law of nature, the loving affirmation of all 
life; we find it within and behind each commandment of our 
Torah, “both general and particular.” 
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MISHPATIM 


“And these are the statutes that you shall place before them” 
(Ex. 21:1}. The Midrash comments that “and” means that 
these were in addition to what had been said previously (cf. 
Ex. 15:25 and 18:22). It brings a parable of “a lady who went 
out walking with armed soldiers on either side of her, while 
she walked in the middle. Thus is the [giving of the] Torah pre- 
ceded by laws and followed by laws, while she walks between 
them.” 

RaSHI notes that “just as those preceding are Torah [so too 
are those that follow].” In fact everything comes from Torah, 
and she is the one who blesses both that which comes before 
her and that which follows her, since all the world was created 
for the sake of Torah. It was the generation that received the 
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Torah who brought this potential into realization, but the work 
of the preceding generations served as preparation for Torah. 

The same is true for every individual of Israel. First we have 
to straighten our ways, as we are taught: “Prepare yourself to 
study Torah.” This refers to the judgments that precede Torah. 
Thus it says [before the giving of the Torah]: “They shall judge 
the people at all times” (Ex. 18:22). These were not judgments 
specific to Moses, but such as had existed before Torah. After- 
wards it says: “And these are the statutes”—specifically these, 
after the giving of Torah. 

These rungs are always present in everyone who serves God. 
It is as we straighten our paths that we come to attain Torah. 
Afterwards, by the power of Torah we are able to straighten 
our ways even more properly. And thus it is forever. When Is- 
rael said “we shall do” before “we shall listen,” they did not 
do so just for that moment, but forever. First we set right our 
actions; then we listen. After we hear, there comes the time to 
correct our deeds even more, by the power of that Torah. Then 
we deserve to hear yet more of the inward Torah. 

The main thing is that this process has to be directed for the 
sake of heaven. Work to straighten your heart as a way of 
preparing to receive Torah and to serve God; then Torah will 
help you to complete the task. Of this Scripture says: “You 
shall be people of holiness unto Me” (Ex. 22:30)—a person has 
to seek out holiness in order to serve God, not just in order to 
be a holy person. For holiness is above nature. How can it be 
found within this world? Only by the power of Torah and the 
blessed Holy One, who has made us holy by means of His 
commandments. Thus: “people of holiness unto Me... .” 


2:116f. 


This eternal cycle of doing and hearing is deeply characteris- 
tic of the Jewish spiritual life. Here the Sefat Emet joins such 
diverse Jewish teachers as Nahman of Bratslav and Franz 
Rosenzweig: each of the three has his own version of this 
cyclical process. This reading is one that insists on constant 
growth as the model for true religious living and a dialectical 
relationship between “life” and Torah. Only the angels stand 
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still; we humans are constantly on the ladder, the rungs of 
which include our life in the world as well as our encounter 
with divinity. 

The cycle begins not with Torah itself but with that which 
we bring with us when we come to study Torah. “Prepare 
yourself to study Torah” here means that everything that pre- 
cedes Torah in your life is a part of your path; bring it with 
you as you turn to Torah. The “judgments” that preceded 
Sinai are in the category of derekh erets—those universal 
norms that make a person into a mensch. You have to bring 
these with you when you come to Torah. 

But another point is being made here as well. Sometimes, 
especially in religious societies, the quest for sanctity be- 
comes an end in itself. The rebbe here warns his Hasidim— 
including ourselves—that the saintly and the sanctimonious 
are only a hairbreadth apart. Remember that it is for God, 
the Life of all worlds and all creatures, that you are to be 
holy, not for yourself. 


— 9 


“You shall be people of holiness unto Me”—Tiheyun (“You 
shall be”) means a new being. It is within the power of every 
Jew to bring about constant renewal, to cause a garment of ho- 
liness to dwell upon him, by means of the Torah and com- 
mandments. Now it says: “Come up to Me upon the 
mountain and be there” (Ex. 24:12)—this means that Moses 
was transformed into a new being, like one of the ministering 
angels. Our sages taught that he entered the cloud and was 
garbed in cloud, to make him like one of the angels. That is 
why he was there for forty days, the amount of time it takes 
for a fetus to be formed. He received that form in fullness. The 
Zohar says that “be there” (sham) can be read as “be a name” 
(shem), meaning that Moses became the Holy Name. 

All of Israel have a part in that form. Before the sin [of the 
Golden Calf] it says : “I said, ‘You are God’” (Ps. 82:6). And it 
is taught that on the holy Sabbath Moses restores that light to 
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every Jew. This is the “extra soul,” and that is why “the light 
of a person’s face on the Sabbath is not the same as it is during 
the week.” We come to merit this form through the 613 com- 
mandments, which are our own limbs and sinews. In this 
world it seems that the body is primary and that the 613 com- 
mandments are known only by a hint. But really it is the other 
way around. The true essence of the human form is the 613 
spiritual limbs, the root of the commandments. The bodily 
limbs are pointers to that which is within. 

In Moses our Teacher this inner garment was revealed. The 
farther we distance ourselves from the corporeal, the more we 
merit inwardness. On weekdays our struggle is to distance 
ourselves from the physical. On the holy Sabbath we have to 
work at receiving the inner light and spirit. 

2a? 


The Judaism of the mystics has long asserted that all of Israel 
were there in Moses’ soul as he stood atop the mountain—or — 
even as he entered the cloud. We are participants in Moses’ 
journey, not mere followers who stood at the mountain’s base 
and waited for him to return. And yet those same mystics also 
knew full well that we were indeed back there at the base of 
the mountain—impatient, childish, frightened—prepared to 
block our own transformation into divinity by worshipping the 
Golden Calf. Both of those selves are still present within us. 


In the name of the holy rabbi of Kotsk, on the verse: “You 
shall be people of holiness unto Me” (Ex. 22:30). The guarding 
of holiness has to be within the realm of human deeds and ac- 
tivities. God has no lack of sublime angels, seraphim, or holy 
beings. But God longs for the holiness of people; it was for that 
reason that He caused sparks of holiness to enter this world, in 
measured and reduced form. Therefore, “meat that is torn by 
beasts of the field you shall not eat” (ibid.); from this the rab- 
bis derived the principle that anything taken out of its proper 
place is forbidden. This means that the flow of holiness is in 
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all things, but in a measured way. We have to guard the cor- 
poreal, that it not transgress the border of holiness. 

But “you shall be” can also be read as a promise [rather than 
as a commandment]. In the end Israel are to be “holy unto the 
Lord.” That is why we have to guard ourselves now, so that 
we are ready to be placed upon the King’s head. The Midrash 
says in a parable, [referring to one making a crown], “as many 
precious stones and pearls as you can put unto it, do so, for it 
is going to be placed upon the King’s own head.” 

ait 


Here we see how Ger has taken the legacy of Kotsk and 
transformed it. The Kotsker’s reading of the verse was ulti- 
mately an earthy one: “God wants this-worldly holiness; that 
is why He made us human!” “Make your humanity holy” 
_ was his message. The Gerer has taken this reading and turned 
it right back to heaven: “Be holy because you are the crown of 
God!” We live somewhere between these two. 


et 


“And these are the statutes”—adding to what had come be- 
fore. The Ten Commandments refer to matters between per- 
son and God, but these statutes are between person and 
person. They are placed here to remind us that we merit Torah 
in accordance with the peace that exists among Israel when 
we are united. Of this the rabbis said: “Love your neighbor as 
yourself’ (Lev. 19:29}—that is the basic rule of Torah.” The 
psalmist (29:11) says: “The Lord will give strength to His peo- 
ple,” referring to Torah, right next to “the Lord will bless His 
people with peace,” referring to the well of oral Torah, about 
which we say: “He has implanted eternal life in our midst.” 
This well is opened by the peace wrought by these statutes. 
For this reason the Midrash quotes here: “You have estab- 
lished uprightness” (Ps. 99:4), because these statutes lead peo- 
ple to love one another. 

A person has to set aright his conduct in matters concerning 
the relationship with God in order to merit the written Torah. 
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But to merit oral Torah, we have to concern ourselves with 
the relationship with others. And this latter is the higher rung, 
for it says: “He declares His words unto Jacob, His laws and 
statutes unto Israel” (Ps. 147:19}, and we know that the name 
Israel is higher than the name Jacob. It is of greater merit to 
repair one’s ways with regard to fellow humans. That is the 
“straightness” of the name Israel, which can be derived from 
YaSHakR EL (godly straightness). “For God made man straight” 
(Eccles. 7:29), and so forth. But after the sin we became in- 
volved with “multiple accounts” (ibid.); now we have crooked- 
ness, jealousy, and hatred, all of which need to be straightened 
out. It is the statutes that can help us to do this. 

That is why it says: “These are the statutes which you shall 
place before them.” This is reminiscent of [the verse:] “They 
shall place My name upon the children of Israel” (Num. 
6:27)—putting it in order before them. This well of oral Torah 
that is within the children of Israel needs to be brought out 
into reality; truth has to be drawn forth from the midst of 
falsehood. Of this it is written: “The paths of the Lord are 
straight; the righteous walk in them” (Hos. 14:10). This is the 
meaning of “before them.” 


27 


From the very minute written Torah is given, it is in need of 
oral interpretation to make it work. The wellspring of this oral 
Torah is found within Israel; it is we who are given the power 
to read, understand, and apply the teaching. But this power can 
be exercised only when Israel are at peace with one another. 
That is why Mishpatim, containing the rule of law, has to fol- 
low Sinai immediately; only this rule of law will bring about 
peace in the human community, allowing us to receive Torah. 

The statutes can only be placed “before” us; it is we who 
have to choose to walk in their ways. In our day it seems 
harder than ever to find out how to walk ina way that will 
lead us all to peace with one another. But the message here is 
one we need to take to heart: there is no path to God’s teach- 
ings, no way to open the divine wellsprings that lie within us, 
except that of peace. 


The Midrash quotes the verse: “You went up to the heights 
and took a captive, you took gifts for humans [lit.:‘in man’); 
even for sinners, so that God might dwell” (Ps. 68:19). This 
teaches that it was because of Torah that Israel merited having 
the Shekhinah dwell in their midst. The Zohar says that at 
Sinai Israel were prepared to have God bring down the Temple 
from above for them, just as will happen in the future. Only 
because their sin caused them to fall from this rung did the 
indwelling of the Shekhinah have to be in reduced form, in 
the earthly mishkan and Temple. 

“You took gifts in man” means that they were ready to have 
the Shekhinah dwell in the person, without any intermediary. 
This is also the meaning of [the verse:] “A foundation for Your 
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dwelling did You establish, O Lord” (Ex. 15:17). Israel at the 
sea felt themselves to be vessels ready to have the Shekhinah 
poured into them. Thus they said: “This is my God and I will 
enshrine Him” (vs. 2}, meaning that I will make {myself into] 
a shrine for Him. The children of Israel themselves were a 
foundation for “Your dwelling”! But after the sin: “Let them 
make Me a sanctuary” (Ex. 25:8), and [only] through it “I will 
dwell in their midst.” 

In fact this refers to the distinction between weekdays, 
when the revelation of holiness comes about through physi- 
cal deeds, and the holy Sabbath, when the light is revealed 
spiritually. The Midrash says that the Torah was like a king's 
daughter who was about to be wedded to a faraway prince. Her 
father said that neither could he keep her from marrying, nor 
could he live without her. So he asked her to make a small 
room for him in her new home, so that wherever she might 
be, he could come and dwell with her. Previously, Israel had 
been intensely attached to God [in a direct way]. Afterwards, 
as they descended from this rung, Scripture says: “Let them 
make Me a sanctuary,” a little chamber that I might dwell in 
their midst. 

This might also refer to the mitsvah of tefillin, which con- 
tain special little “houses” in which holiness dwells. The di- 
vine names in those tefillin parchments draw holiness to the 
person. The Zohar quotes “Let them make Me a sanctuary” 
as referring to the mystery of tefillin. These inscriptions are 
really written in the innermost souls of Israel, as Scripture 
says: “Set me as a seal upon your heart” (Cant. 8:6). But it is 
by means of tefillin that “like finds like.” That is why the rab- 
bis say that on the holy Sabbath Israel themselves are a sign, 
and they need no tefillin. 

On the holy Sabbath the light of revelation is restored, 
something of what it was like before the sin. We are told that 
on Shabbat Moses returns to Israel the crowns they had re- 
ceived when they said: “We shall do and we shall listen” (Ex. 
24:27) [which had been taken away after they sinned]. And 
that is why the work of building the mishkan was interrupted 
on Shabbat, as RaSHI says (in Ki Tissa’): “Moreover, you shall 
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keep My Sabbaths” (Ex. 31:13)—this excludes the building of 
the mishkan on Shabbat. For on the holy Sabbath there is a 
revelation of holiness like that before the sin, and there is no 
need for the “reduction” of a sanctuary. 

2:144 


Every soul is a chamber for God, a vessel that contains the 
divine light. This is the message the hasidic masters repeat- 
edly associate with the tabernacle and all the details of its 
making; in all these ways are we to fashion our inner cham- 
bers, to make them a proper dwelling place for God. In our 
souls we light a lamp for God, set a table, raise up an altar. 
Truly, God needs no intermediary. The divine light seeks out 
only the soul and would be pleased to dwell directly within 
us, It is only our sin, that which makes us feel separate from 
God, that causes us to need ritual forms, chambers in which 
we can allow God’s presence to dwell. These outward signs, 
whether in the grand form of the tabernacle or the little boxes 
of tefillin, help to attract the light, to bring it to its true home 
within the soul. 


ae 


In the Midrash: “I am asleep but my heart is awake” (Cant. 
5:2)—“I am asleep in exile, but my heart wakes that I be re- 
deemed; I am asleep because of the Golden Calf, but my 
Beloved knocks to awaken me.” 

“Let them bring Me gifts (terumah).” “How long shall I 
wander without a home?” asks the Midrash. The point is that 
the children of Israel have a portion in the Torah that is higher 
than the sun. Their connection to this root is never severed. 
Ever since God said at Sinai: “I am the Lord your God,” every 
person of Israel contains a divine force. How much more is 
this true of the Jewish people as a whole! Even when sin 
causes the bodily self to become distanced from this inward- 
ness, from the soul, our root in heaven still defends us, seeking 


that we return to our place. 
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The fact is, however, that this too depends on our desire to 
cleave to our source; the source longs for us in the same mea- 
sure that we long for it. This is the meaning of “I am dark but 
comely” (Cant. 1:5}—the body and the garbing may be dark, 
but the inner self, the soul or the root, is glorious. Thus “my 
heart wakes”—this is the godliness that longs to dwell within 
Israel below. “How long shall I wander without a home?” But 
this [indwelling] will come about through the longing within 
Israel’s hearts. 

Thus it was surely not for naught that God said: “Let them 
bring Me gifts.” They were filled with longing to return to 
their prior rung, that which they had attained as they received 
the Torah. But because of the sin, they just weren’t able to 
reach it. Then God was compassionate with them and gave 
them the idea of the mishkan and its vessels. 

All this is written in the Torah to tell us that this desire is 
constantly present in the hearts of Israel. If we seek intensely 
enough, we will merit the indwelling of the Shekhinah. Now 
it should in fact be easier to draw this forth, since we have al- 
ready had a mishkan and the Temples. This is the secret of 
“and so shall you make it” (Ex. 25:9}—it is forever according to 
Israel’s desire and generous spirit that the people are able to 
“make Me a holy place” (Ex. 25:8). But it has to be with true 
longing of the soul, as was the case for David: “I will not give 
sleep to my eyes, or slumber to my eyelids until I find a place 
for the Lord, an abode for the Mighty one of Jacob” (Ps. 132:4—5). 

Thus he earned the right to do it. 


2:14) 


The message is that of the wakeful heart—and of our endless 
struggle to heed its longings and to build a home for God in 
this world. Here it is stated with great clarity that God’s pres- 
ence in this world depends upon the depth and sincerity of 
human desire. That desire has resided in the heart of every 
Jew ever since we all heard God speak and had His words in- 
scribed within us at Mount Sinai. As the Sefat Emet never 
tires of saying, that inscription can be covered over or forgot- 
ten, but never erased. Each of us stands ready to be redeemer 
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of the wandering Shekhinah, to repeat King David’s act of 
making a home in this world for God’s presence. 


a 2 


The Midrash Tanhuma quotes: “I have given you good teach- 
ing” (Prov. 4:2). [The term Jekah (teaching) can also refer to 
something acquired by purchase.] It offers a parable of two 
merchants, one who has silk and the other peppers. Once they 
exchange their goods, each is again deprived of that which the 
other has. But if there are two scholars, one who has mastered 
the Order of Seeds and the other who knows the Order of Fes- 
tivals, once they teach each other, each has both orders. 

The point is that each one of Israel has a particular portion 
- within Torah, yet it is also Torah that joins all our souls to- 
gether. That is why Torah is called “perfect, restoring the 
soul” (Ps. 19:8). We become one through the power of Torah; it 
is “an inheritance of the assembly of Jacob” (Deut. 33:4). We 
receive from one another the distinctive viewpoint that be- 
longs to each of us. 

Of this, Scripture says: “God gives strength [=Torah] to His 
people; God bless His people with peace” (Ps. 29:11). The 
blessed Holy One’s name is “peace”; God is called the King of 
Peace, who makes peace in the heights. Torah, too, is com- 
posed of names of God, and that is why Torah leads us to 
peace. So, too, it says: “He calls them all by name” (Is. 40:26), 
for the name of God includes all the hosts of heaven, joined 
together by that name. So, too, are the souls of Israel joined 
together by Torah. 

The same was true in the building of the tabernacle. Each 
one gave his own offering, but they were all joined together by 
the tabernacle, until they became one. Only then did they 
merit Shekhinah’s presence. 

This oneness has to exist on the three planes of thought, 
word, and deed. The tabernacle and Temple represent oneness 
in deed, Torah stands for unity of word, and God is the One of 


thought or contemplation. 
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The word nefesh, used for the “seventy souls” [who went 
into Egypt], appears to be singular. They all worshipped the 
same God, had the same longing and desire in their hearts. All 
of them were turned to Him, and thus they became a single 


nation. 
29150 


Calls for Jewish unity, so it appears, were as common in the 
Sefat Emet’s time as they are in our own. Remembering a 
Warsaw divided among Hasidim and socialists, Zionists and 
assimilationists, this teaching was as needed in early 1900, 
when it was spoken, as it is today. But his message is more 
defined than that: the way to achieve unity is through every- 
one holding on to his or her own distinctive viewpoint while 
sharing with all others in a context that fully accepts the in- 
finite variety of minds and opinions, all of them making up a 
single divine whole. Here no view is to be dismissed or re- 
jected, for such would only diminish the whole, defacing the 
name of God. Such a truly pluralistic model of Jewish life has 
yet to be tried. 


TETSAVVEH 


In the Midrash: “A candle of God is the soul of man” (Prov. 
20:27). “The blessed Holy One said: ‘Let My candle be in your 
hand and yours in Mine.’ And what is the candle of God? That 
is Torah, as Scripture says: ‘For a commandment is a candle 
and Torah is light’” (Prov. 6:23). “What is ‘a commandment is 
a candle’? Whoever does a mitsvah is like one who lights a 
candle before the blessed Holy One and gives life to his soul 
which is called a candle—‘a candle of God is the soul of 
man.’” 

The meaning of “a candle of God” is that God’s providence 
in the lower world is through the souls of Israel. By means of 
their service Israel draw divine providence and the light of 
God's countenance into the world. 
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There are two sorts of darkness. One comes about through 
the evil inclination and the “other side”—that is true dark- 
ness, but it can be negated by means of the mitsvot. That is 
why doing a mitsvah is like lighting a candle before God—it is 
preparing a place where His glorious Presence can dwell. By 
means of this you enliven your soul, the candle. But the 
supreme light is also considered darkness to us, since it is be- 
yond our reach. The holy books thus refer to it as darkness. 
The more light a person brings about in the physical darkness, 
through doing the mitsvot, the more that one will enlighten 
his soul from the [“dark”] light above. 

“Now you shall command” (tetsavveh) (Ex. 27:20)—bring 
the mitsvah into the souls of Israel so that they themselves 
become mitsvot! All our limbs are really there for the sake of 
doing mitsvot. The Talmud offers two meanings for “you shall 
do them” (Num. 15:39). One is that whoever fulfills a mitsvah 
is considered by God as one who had made [invented] it. The 
other is “as though he had made himself.” The two interpre- 
tations are really one: it is the remaking (tikkun) of the person — 
that takes place through mitsvot, forming him into one dedi- 
cated to God, bless His name. That person is then sent into 
this world only to do the will of His Creator. He himself has 
become a mitsvah. This is the meaning of asher kideshanu be- 
mitsvotav—“Who has made us holy through His mitsvot”— 
ve-tsivvanu—"“and made us into mitsvot”! 


2:154 


To become a mitsvah, and thus to make God’s dark light vis- 
ible in the world through your own very being—that is the 
purpose and meaning of your life as a Jew. 


= 2 


In the Midrash: “You command” .. . “The Lord named you 
verdant olive tree, fair, with choice fruit” (Jer. 11:16). 

There is a hidden point within the souls of Israel, of which 
Scripture says: “If you seek it as you do silver and search for it 
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as for treasures...” (Prov. 2:4). This inwardness reveals itself 
as a result of great effort, a struggle of the soul and the body, to 
purify the physical. Thus we are like the verdant olive tree: 
what an effort it is to bring forth that oil! 

Now Scripture also says: “For a commandment is a candle 
and Torah is light, and the way to life is the rebuke that disci- 
plines” (Prov. 6:23). The souls of Israel are the wicks that draw 
the oil after the light. Moses our Teacher, peace be upon him, 
the root of Torah, is the light. Thus we read: “Let them take 
olive oil unto you” (Ex. 27:20)—drawn toward the wick. The 
mitsvot are the lamps, vessels in which oil and wick are joined 
to the light. 

All these elements exist within every person, just as they 
exist within Israel as a whole. The Midrash here also quotes: 
“From them shall come cornerstones, from them tent-pegs” 
(Zech. 10:4). God made humans upright, bearing within them- 
selves the perfect totality (shelemut) of all creatures, from the 
deepest depths to the greatest heights. Aaron the priest was 
chosen to serve God; this was for the sake of Israel, for after 
the sin they contained a mixture of good and evil. The blessed 
Holy One's counsel was to choose one person in each genera- 
tion to represent purity, through whom purity would flow to 
all of Israel. 

You too can do the same. Set aside one quality, or one spe- 
cial mitsvah, about which you take fabulous care. Through 
this you will be able to draw light and redemption to all your 
qualities. “From them shall come tent-pegs”—the choosing of 
Aaron set a firm grounding for Israel’s tent. The blessed Holy 
One raised him up, removed him from all evil. It was through 
this [uplifted one] that Israel were always able to return, to 


cleave again to their blessed Creator. 
2: 065 


_ The metaphor of the olive tree also contains an unspoken un- 
derstanding that it is only through the pain of divine re- 
buke—the pressing of the olive—that its fine oil is drawn 
forth. Israel is made pure by its suffering, drawn after the 
wick that makes its fire burn. 
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As God appoints a leader for the people, so may you also 
appoint a “leader” within your own religious life. The 
mitsvah or quality that you choose to make your own in this 
special way will become a mirror to your soul. Choose it 
wisely—or let it choose you. 


— 


In the Midrash: “’Were not Your Torah my delight, I would 
have perished in my affliction’ (Ps. 119:92). When God said to 
Moses: ‘Bring near to you your brother Aaron [to serve Me as a 
priest]’” (Ex. 28:1), “Moses felt bad. God said to him: ‘I had a 
Torah and I gave it to you. Without that I would have lost My 
world!’” 

Even though Moses was greater than Aaron, the priesthood 
was given to Aaron, who was separated from the people, as 
Scripture says: “Aaron was separated” (1 Chron. 23:13). Moses, 
as prince of Torah, had to be attached to all of Israel. That is 
why Moses did not pass the crown on to his sons, but rather 
left “an inheritance for the community of Jacob” (Deut. 33:4). 
Had Moses also been separated, we would not have been able 
to stand. 

Such is the power of Torah, which is called “more precious 
than pearls” /peninim] (Prov. 3:15)—more precious than the 
priest who enters to the innermost place /li-fenai veli-fenim ie 
Torah causes the world to stand firm. This is the way the 
blessed Holy One consoled Moses for his not being able to sep- 
arate from all Israel. Because Moses gave his life for Israel, God 
repaid him by having his power remain within them forever. 
Nearly every Jew has the light and spark of Moses our 
Teacher. 

That is why Moses wasn’t given the priesthood; the priest 
has to be separated. So our sages said: “Aaron merited and re- 
ceived the crown of the priesthood; David won the crown of 
royalty.” But the crown of Torah remains for every Jew. 


2:163 
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Something of Moses’ soul is there in every Jew. When we study 
Torah, we stand there with him on the mountain, bound to- 
gether in a single universal soul that transcends all barriers 
between the generations. Moses thus remains rabbenu—our 
teacher—forever. This is the true sacred “democracy” of Israel. 

Aaron the priest needs to be separate from the people in 
order to maintain his priestly bearing, to preserve the magic 
of his holy role. Here the Sefat Emet may be subtly attacking 
the high style of some other hasidic masters, those who re- 
mained aloof from the people, living like “high priests,” sup- 
posedly in order to maintain their own holiness. The rabbi, 
he reminds us, is supposed to be the disciple of Moses, living 
fully within the community of Israel. 
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“You shall only keep My Sabbaths” (Ex. 31:13). Note “Sab- 
baths” in the plural. Everything contains the life-force of the 
holy Sabbath; this point makes everything whole. Thus RaSHI 
reads: “On the seventh day God ended His work” (Gen. 2:2), 
meaning that only on the Sabbath was the work finished. 

The Sabbath completes each thing; it is the finishing or ful- 
fillment of all, since it is the root of life. On the holy Sabbath 
this root is aroused in each thing. That is why Sabbath is 
called “rest,” because it returns each thing to its root. 

RaSHI interprets the phrase shabbat shabbaton (Ex. 31:15) 
to mean “a tranquil rest, not a casual rest.” Of course every 
Jew puts his work aside and doesn’t do it on the Sabbath. But 
this leaving of one’s work behind must not itself become a 
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burden. All week long we should look forward to this turning 
to our root and the place of our rest, since this is where we 
truly live. That is what it means to “keep” the Sabbath—to 
be in a state of anticipation all week long, saying: “When will 
the holy Sabbath come so that I can go back to my place!” 

This is the meaning of [the verse:] “You shall only keep.. .”: 
Have no desire or longing for anything else in the world. Only 
for God, who is the root of human life—hold fast to Him on 
the holy Sabbath. 

It also says: “to do the Sabbath” (vs. 16). But isn’t the com- 
mandment one of not doing? And what “keeping” does the 
Sabbath need? Isn’t it in fact the Sabbath that “keeps” and pre- 
serves us? This verse means that you have to take the Sabbath 
and draw it into all your deeds throughout the week. There, 
indeed, it needs to be “kept” or guarded... . 

2:198 


The real Shabbat is not that of restriction or confinement. — 
These outer bounds serve to create for us a temporal “terri- 
tory” in which we are free to be our truest selves. That inner 
Shabbat, the place where the burden of worldly concerns is 
lifted off us and the crushed spirit is given the “extra soul” 
that it needs to breathe, remains a rare gift, even among those 
who are perceived to “keep” the Sabbath. 


=== 2 


“You shall only keep My sabbaths, a sign between Me and you 
throughout the ages, that you may know that I the Lord make 
you holy” (Ex. 31:13). The sages note that Shabbat was given 
to Israel in secret. 

This can be understood in connection with the verse [con- 
cerning the future Temple]: “The gate of the inner court which 
faces east shall be closed on the six working days; it shall be 
open on the Sabbath... ” (Ezek. 46:1). For on the Sabbath the 
innermost secret is revealed. Just as this is true for our blessed 
God, so is it the case for the souls of Israel: their innermost 
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hearts are opened on the holy Sabbath. And wherever there is 
inwardness, there needs to be protection. That is why the 
verse says “keep My sabbaths.” 

Our sages commented on [the verse:] “Remember the Sab- 
bath day to keep it holy” (Ex. 20:8)—“remember it with wine.” 
This is to show that the secret within is to be revealed, for that 
is the function of wine. “Wine causes young women to speak” 
(Zech. 9:17). Hence the saying: “Wine in—secrets out!” 

In the book Torat Hayyim it is said that we recite kiddush 
over wine on Shabbat because the Sabbath is a foretaste of the 
world to come, where [the righteous will drink of] “the wine 
that has been kept with its grapes” [fermenting since Cre- 
ation]. But in an inward sense, this “wine kept with its 
grapes” is the power of the soul, hidden away within the body. 
No one else can touch it, for it is sealed within. This is the 
sense of [the verse:] “No eye but Yours, O God, has seen it” 
(Is. 64:3}, referring to this kept wine. And the future, when 
“the righteous sit with crowns on their heads’”—that is when 
the soul will be revealed in fullness. 

Since the Sabbath is a foretaste of the world to come, on this 
day the soul is revealed just a bit. This is what the sages meant 
_ when they spoke of an “extra soul” on the holy Sabbath. And 
that is why we recite kiddush over wine—to show that the 
soul is now open. And wine, like the soul, must be guarded 


from the stranger’s touch.... 
2:208f. 


This and the preceding Torah should be read together. When 
does the Sabbath need “keeping”: Once his answer is “during 
the week,” as we work to bring Shabbat and its spirit into all 
our weekday doings. There it brushes up against the harsh- 
ness of the weekday world, and it needs special guarding. Our 
Sabbath has to be strong enough to go with us out into our 
daily lives, but there we need to take special care to preserve 
it. But his second answer is of a different sort. It is we who 
need guarding or keeping on the Sabbath. On this day our 
souls are open and vulnerable in a special way. The casks of 
wine that are slowly fermenting within us over the course of 
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our whole lives are exposed to the air each Sabbath, if we 
allow that “inner gate” to open. Doing so requires great care; 
the exposed inner self needs our guarding. 


=o 


In the Midrash: “He hurled the tablets from his hands and 
shattered them” (Ex. 32:19). “Once Moses saw that Israel 
would not be able to withstand God’s wrath at the Golden 
Calf, he bound his soul to them and smashed the tablets. Then 
he said to God: ‘They have sinned and I have sinned, for I 
smashed the tablets. If You forgive them, forgive me also,’ as 
Scripture tells us: ‘Now if You will forgive their sin . . . then 
forgive mine as well. But if You do not forgive them, do not 
forgive me either, but rather ‘wipe me out of Your book that 
You have written’” (Ex. 32:32). 

The meaning of this midrash is not clear. It is also difficult 
to understand the midrash that tells us it was the sight of the © 
letters flying off the tablets that caused Moses to smash them. 

The meaning of the matter seems to be this: Torah depends 
on the preparation of Israel, on the readiness of those who are 
supposed to receive the Torah. Scripture says that the words 
were “incised /harut] on the tablets” (Ex. 32:16). The rabbis 
comment: “Freedom [herut] from the evil urge, from the 
Angel of Death, from death itself” and so forth. But what does 
“incised on the tablets” really mean? Only as the light of 
Torah is engraved and incised on the hearts of Israel are the 
letters incised on the tablets as well. The real writing is on 
the heart, of which Scripture says: “Write them upon the 
tablet of your heart” (Prov. 3:3). That is why the letters flew 
off when Israel sinned. 

But Moses our Teacher had not really sinned, he had it in 
his power to hold on to Torah, as the blessed Holy One said 
to him: “T will make of you a great nation” (Ex. 32:10). Be- 
cause he risked his life for the children of Israel and refused to 
separate himself from them, he and they were truly joined to- 
gether, not to be divided. 
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Moses loved the whole community of Israel even more than 
he loved the tablets. He also knew the will of God, and he 
knew that Israel were more beloved to God than anything. It 
was for this very reason that the letters flew off the tablets, 
and that is why he smashed them [for they no longer con- 
tained God’s word]. 

By this act of joining himself to Israel, Moses in fact re- 
deemed them. Once he and they were united in this way, they 
did not sin. In the hour when they did sin, he was not with 
them. 

I heard something similar from my saintly grandfather, of 
blessed memory. Our rabbis taught that “I am the Lord thy 
God” was said in the singular so that Moses might claim [in 
defense of Israel]: “You said it to me and not to them.” My 
grandfather interpreted this as follows: Surely the command- 
' ment was to all of Israel! But since they are all a single one, 
attached to Moses who draws them all together, the com- 
mandment was to him and to them at once. 

This offers a way of dealing with the sin of the Golden Calf. 
Israel clearly had fallen into disunity before the calf was made. 
On the rung where they then stood [that of separation], they 
indeed had received no command. Their only real sin was that 
of falling out of oneness, the sin of disunity. But this is surely 


not so severe as the sin [of idolatry] itself. 
2:200 


Moses is the true rebbe, joining his soul to that of his people 
in the moment after their sin, forcing God, as it were, to save 
them from destruction, and accepting no forgiveness for him- 
self unless they are forgiven as well. 

But the joining has to go both ways. Moses, who was with 
God on the mountain, has to come down and join his soul to 
ours. His task is to unite himself with God’s people, the ones 
he loves so much, and whom God loves as well. But that love 
makes a demand on those of us who were down here, dancing 
before the Golden Calf. We have to leave all our idols behind 
us and join our souls to that of Moses, up there on the moun- 
tain, worshipping God alone. And the price is quite clear: as 
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long as we hold fast to those things that divide us—from one 
another or from the soul of Moses that still dwells in our 
midst—there can be no going up that mountain. 


= 4 


According to RaSHI, the commandments of the tabernacle 
were given only after the sin [of the Golden Calf]. This means 
that the first tablets were prepared to be right there in Israel’s 
midst, without any ark or tabernacle. Israel were supposed to 
exist in a noncorporeal way. 

Our sages pointed to this with their parable [of the king’s 
daughter who married a prince. The king, who could not keep 
them at home, but who could not live without his daughter, 
said to them]: “Wherever you go, make a little chamber for 
me, and I will dwell with you.” This seems to mean that had 
it not been for the sin, they would not have been separated 
from the Creator at all. But now there was a bit of distance, . 
so the counsel was [to fashion] the tabernacle and its vessels. 

2:204 


We only need “religion” because of our distance from God. 
The One who cannot bear to see us so far off gives us a way to 
come closer—this is the Temple, tabernacle, synagogue, and 
the whole world of sacred forms. While we need these and use 
them as a way to come closer, all of us also bear in our hearts 
the memory of a moment when the word was right there, in- 
scribed clearly within us, readable in our own hearts. Then we 
had no need for such “means” of access to the holy at all. 


we ag 


Ral 


| 


“"The people are bringing more than is needed. . . .’ Moses 
thereupon had this proclamation made throughout the camp: 
‘Let no man or woman make further effort toward gifts for the 
sanctuary!’ So the people stopped bringing. Their efforts had 
been enough for all the tasks to be done, and more” (Ex. 36:5—7). 

This is the comment by Midrash Tanhuma on [the verse:| 
“Moses saw all the work” (mel’akhah) (Ex. 39:43). It does not 
say: “All the work of the sanctuary,” the Midrash notes, but 
rather ([that] Moses looked at “all the work”—all of [God’s 
work in] Creation. The point is that the whole purpose of 
making the sanctuary was to affirm Creation. This is the Cre- 
ation, of which it is said: “And God saw all that He had made, 
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and behold it was very good .. . heaven and earth were com- 
pleted... and God blessed [them] . . .” (Gen. 1:31-2:3). So, too, 
the sanctuary, which confirms that Creation: “Moses saw ... 
and it was good in his sight . . . Moses blessed them.” 

Thus the Zohar explains in several places that God created 
the world by the power of Torah, and the righteous affirm that 
Creation by the power of Torah. Therefore “Moses saw”: he 
saw that they had set right “all the work”; all of Creation— 
all of doing, in fact—had been put straight... . 

We find in the story of Creation that heaven and earth kept 
on expanding when they were created, so that God had to stop 
them and say, “Enough!” So it was that the children of Israel 
kept giving until he said to them, “Enough!” This is the mean- 
ing of [the verse:] “Their efforts had been enough... .” But 
what is the meaning of “and more”? Don’t “enough” and 
“more” contradict one another? But now we understand that 
this was how it had to be: they had to contribute more than 
was needed, until they had to be told, “Enough!” This too was 
part of the “work” that was needed for the sanctuary. 

2222 


Overflowing generosity was what was needed for the making 
of the mishkan, an act of human giving that did not put lim- 
its on itself. This act is comparable only to God’s first gift of 
overflowing generosity in the creation of heaven and earth. 
Every mishkan, or dwelling-place for God, that we make in 
our lives requires such generosity of spirit. 

The account of Creation referred to here is also a somewhat 
frightening one. Once God’s creative energies were released, 
the process might have gone forward, with almost instanta- 
neous effect, until all of Creation—including each soul or spark 
that is to exist down to the end of time—would have come 
forth immediately. Such a Creation would have contained its 
own destruction, exhausting at once all the resources of exis- 
tence. In order for the world to exist over a course of time, God 
had to hold back Creation by calling out, “Enough!” In the 
parallel suggested here, human activity needs the same self- 
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limitation; knowing when to stop is part of the task of our 
human doing. We need to leave some room, after all, for the 
countless future generations coming after us, who will also 
want to take a hand in building God’s dwelling-place on earth. 


= 2 


“Take from among you gifts for the Lord; everyone whose 
heart so moves him shall bring them” (Ex. 35:5). The Midrash 
quotes: “Vast floods cannot quench love, nor rivers drown it” 
(Cant. 8:7), commenting: “My children made Me a sanctuary 
of [mere] skins, and I came down and dwelt among them.” 

The point is that the love and attachment to God that Israel 
received at Mount Sinai remain alive in them forever, even 
when sin prevents them from bringing this hidden love out 
into the open. So after the sin [of the Golden Calf], they 
needed to give this offering. By the act of giving they brought 
forth their own inner generosity, their longing and attach- 
ment, so that they were able to draw the Shekhinah [into their 
midst]. That is why the sanctuary is called “the tabernacle of 
witness”—it bears witness that the Shekhinah dwells in Israel. 

When the sanctuary and Temple were standing, however, 
this presence was so palpable that there was no need for such 
“witnessing.” The witness is rather for all later generations, 
saying that even when it cannot come forth, the imprint of 
holiness is still there in the innermost hearts of Israel. 

In fact this is true of all the mitsvot, which are counsels on 
how to bring that inner sense of giving and desire into reality, 
as in [the verse:] “. . . everyone whose heart so moves him.” 
This act of offering and uplifting brought forth all the giving 
and desire that lay hidden within their hearts. Thus are all the 
mitsvot called a “lamp”: “For the commandment is a lamp 
and Torah is light” (Prov. 6:23), and also: “The soul of man is 
the lamp of the Lord, revealing all his inmost parts” (Prov. 
20:27). You can raise up all your desires to God by means of 
the commandments. 
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The work of the sanctuary bears witness for all generations, 
calling out to us that even when sin separates us from God, 
the love in our hearts is never extinguished. 

2:92;7 


The sanctuary or Temple has never really been destroyed; it 
has only taken on another form. The life of the mitsvot is now 
the holy “place” we enter in order to witness God’s presence 
in our midst. Our task is to make that presence as apparent 
through our life of holiness as it was in ancient times when 
the Shekhinah almost visibly filled the Holy Temple. This re- 
mains the task of the Jew forever. And if old forms seem to 
fail, our witness requires both that we renew them and place 
new ones by their side, through which God’s light will also 
come to shine. 


nad 


“Six days shall work be done” (Ex. 35:2). This refers also to 
the six directions, the four “winds” and above and below. All 
the powers and qualities gather together to build a palace for 
that innermost place, the Sabbath. This is the true building of 
the mishkan, of which it says: “Where is the house you will 
build Me?” (Is. 66:1). 


2:221 


Here the kabbalistic structure underlying hasidic teaching is 
more apparent than usual. The six days and six directions are 
both extensions of the sefirot, the primary number-structures 
of existence, embodying them in time and space. The heart 
of the sefirot, in this hasidic reading, is Shabbat, equated 
throughout this book with the deepest human heart and the 
innermost core of being, revealed to us on the Sabbath. 


PEKUDEY 


—— ——— 


“All the labor of the tabernacle was completed; the children of 
Israel did just as God had commanded Moses; such did they 
do” (Ex. 39:32). 

The tabernacle redeemed doing itself; that is why, accord- 
ing to the sages, everything in it is referred to as mel’akhah 
or “work,” [the same word used for God’s “work” in Creation]. 
The labor of the tabernacle redeemed every deed that exists in 
the world. It is called “the tabernacle of witness,” for by it Is- 
rael make it clear that all of Creation belongs to God. Just as 
in Creation it was said of each thing: “And God saw that it 
was good” and then over the Creation as a whole: “God saw 
all that He had made, and behold, it was very good... . And 
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He completed... and He blessed... ” (Gen. 1:31-2:3), so too 
in the tabernacle each detail was “as He commanded,” and in 
the end “the labor was completed” (Ex. 39:32)... . “And 
Moses saw all the work, that they had done it just as God 
commanded... and Moses blessed them” (Ex. 39:43). 

Now Creation was redeemed in a way that was distinctive 
for Israel. That is why it was all done through Moses... . 

By means of the mishkan Israel separated out the goodness 
within doing; of it the tabernacle was made. Thus “doing” as a 
whole was redeemed. That is why the verse says “the taber- 
nacle was completed” and afterward “the children of Israel did 
as God had commanded. . . . ” Now all doing could follow the 
command of God. 

2:232 


The tabernacle was Israel’s own distinctive way of repeating 
and thus fulfilling God’s work in creating the world. Like 
every religious society, we celebrate the most universal of 
truths in the most particular of ways. Because their celebra- - 
tion is so distinctive, setting Israel off from the other nations, 
the blessing of the tabernacle comes about through Moses. It 
is Moses who “saw all the work .. . and blessed them.” Why 
Moses and not God? Because God's own blessing was already 
given to all that exists, at the very moment of Creation. God 
did not have to repeat that blessing here, not to a form that 
separated the creatures from one another. But Israel needed to 
feel its work was blessed, and indeed the tabernacle was a 
place of holiness. Such a blessing, one that appreciated the 
human need for difference as well as the human need to value 
our work, had to come about through a human vessel, and 
was pronounced by Moses. 


ee) 
=— 2 
“The tabernacle of witness” (Ex. 38:21). It witnessed to Israel 


that God had truly forgiven them for making the Golden Calf, 
for now He was causing His presence to dwell among them. — 
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Why did they need this witness? Israel had been deeply dis- 
graced by that sin. Now God gave the [people] the tabernacle as 
witness, in order to strengthen their hearts, to show that they 
had indeed repaired the damage wrought by their sin. The fact 
is that Israel are God’s witnesses, as it says: “You are My wit- 
nesses” (Is. 43:12). But how is it possible that Israel, who were 
created to bear witness to God’s oneness, could themselves 
worship idols? This thought caused Israel to neglect their wit- 
nessing, until God had to demonstrate that the sin was inci- 
dental to who they were, brought on by the “mixed 
multitude.” Thus they really were worthy to witness God, just 
as they had been previously. The rabbis in fact teach that “Is- 
rael were not deserving of such a sin; it came upon them only 
to teach the way of teshuvah.” It came to teach every person 
who returns not to let himself fall too low in his own eyes, for 
by teshuvah we really are restored to what we were before. 

That is why Yom Kippur, the day of forgiveness and atone- 
ment, is followed by the sukkah, another indwelling of 
Shekhinah in the Temple. This gives strength to all who re- 
turn, telling them they are worthy to have Shekhinah dwell 


upon them. 
2:239 


The insight that guilt is the great impediment to true religious 
life is one that was well known to hasidic masters, beginning 
with the Ba’al Shem Tov himself. Among the most essential 
innovations of Hasidism is the insistence expressed here that 
teshuvah, return to God, really does work, and that the one 
who returns is fully renewed in God's presence. The real task 
is to be sure that our witness goes forward, not interrupted 
by our own sense of inadequacy to the task. If we wait until 
we are perfect to attest to God, we will never do our job. 


— 


The Midrash quotes the verse: “A man of trust has many 
blessings, but he who runs after wealth will not be cleansed” 
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(Prov. 28:20). The man of trust, says the Midrash, is Moses, 
and “whoever is trustworthy, God brings about blessing by his 
hand.” But the one who runs after wealth is Korah. 

We have learned that “shalom is a vessel that contains 
blessing.” This is the “man of trust”: all his deeds are attached 
to his root, “planted firmly into a trustworthy place” (Is. 
22:23). Then he is called shalom, for the lower portion is not 
whole (shalem) unless it is joined to that portion [the root of 
the person] above. This was the character of Moses our 
Teacher, of whom it says, “Moses, Moses” (Ex. 3:4), without 
any indication of a break between them. And he is called “a 
man of God” (Ps. 90:1), meaning that he is “half man and half 
God.” Thus too the tabernacle, for it says: “These are rules of 
the tabernacle, tabernacle of witness” (mishkan)(Ex. 38:21). 
Of this, Scripture says: “like a city joined together” (Ps. 122:3). 

This was the whole purpose of the tabernacle: to be a vessel 
containing shalom for the entire world. The same is true of 
Shabbat with regard to time. That is why all its deeds are dou- 
bled: two loaves of bread, “A psalm, a song for the Sabbath - 
day” (Ps. 92:1), “Remember...” and “Keep... ,” and it gives 
blessing to all of time. .. . So, too, “the man of trust” with re- 
gard to souls. Moses our Teacher gives blessing to all souls, as 
it says: “This is the blessing with which Moses the man of 
God blessed the children of Israel” (Deut. 33:1), because he 
was a man of trust. But of Korah it says: “And Korah took” 
(Num. 16:1), meaning that he caused division. The quarrel- 
some person is the very opposite of shalom. .. . 

Here Scripture speaks of “tabernacle of witness,” for this is 
the essence of Israel’s witness: to bring divine blessing into the 
world. “You are My witnesses, says the Lord, and I am God” 
(Is. 43:12). This refers [to those times] when they are answered 
from heaven. Thus there is witness in space and in time. Is- 
rael deserved by their deeds to build the tabernacle and to have 
the Shekhinah dwell in their midst. Shekhinah comes forth 
also on Shabbat and at holy seasons because of Israel’s merit. 
And the same is true in the realm of souls, when we bring 
forth holiness from above into our soul. 
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Scripture says that Bezalel, in building the tabernacle, “did 
all that God had commanded Moses” (Ex. 38:22). For the 
building of the tabernacle points to all 613 commandments. 
There are 248 positive commandments [paralleling the human 
limbs] and 365 prohibitions [parallel to the sinews of the 
body], to set right the entire human form so that holiness may 
dwell within it. This is the purpose of the commandments: to 
attach the very limbs and sinews of the person to their source. 
The same structure is present in the tabernacle. That is why it 
is called “the labor of the Levites,” for the word Jevi can mean 
joining or attachment to the root. 

This is all one matter. 

2:239 


Here is one of the clearest expressions of a key theme in the 
Sefat Emet, the presence of holiness in the three realms of 
space, time, and person, and the parallels between them. 
Shabbat is the tabernacle or Temple transferred from the 
realm of space to that of time. The Sefat Emet speaks only 
rather rarely of the tsaddik, their parallel in the realm of per- 
son. Such avoidance of this topic is typical of Polish Hasidism 
of the later period, which had reacted against the excesses of 
other groups and their claims. But the figure of Moses here, 
the half-divine man, stands in that role. He, too, can be like 
the tabernacle or the Sabbath, a source of blessing for all who 
draw near. 
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The Midrash opens by quoting: “Bless the Lord, O His mighty 
angels, who do His word to hear the sound of His word” (Ps. 
103:20). The plain meaning here follows the sages’ teaching 
on the question of why the Shema’ precedes the passage: “It 
shall be if you truly listen” (Deut. 11:13ff.). First, a person has 
to accept the yoke of divine rule and afterwards the yoke of 
the commandments. “All that the Lord has spoken we shall 
do” (Ex. 19:8) is the general acceptance of divine rule. Only af- 
terwards were they entitled to “hear the sound of His word.” 
This refers to the commandments, and thus the second sec- 
tion of the Shema’ opens: “It shall be if you truly listen unto 
My commandments.” 
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This means that the sound of God’s speech is present in 
each commandment. Our sages taught that each limb calls out 
to the person: “Fulfill the commandment that depends on 
me!” Each fulfillment is an acceptance of divine rule, and af- 
terwards one comes to hear more. Thus we should “do His 
word” in order “to hear” more. We should never see ourselves 
as having dismissed our duty, but should ever do more in order 
to hear more so that we will do still more—constantly. . 

3:5 


This very modern insight is well known throughout Ha- 
sidism. It is indeed possible to hear the word of God, still 
calling out each day. But we come to such hearing only by 
means of doing. Enter into the commandments, live your life 
through them, and thus you will come to hear. The one who 
stands outside, waiting first to hear the word of God 
addressed to him or her alone—such a one will neither hear 
nor enter. 


——_ 2 


My grandfather and teacher said in the name of the Rabbi of 
Przysucha: Our sages taught that “It is all one, whether you 
do more or less, as long as you direct your heart to heaven.” 
The famous commentator Turey Zahav opened his work with 
a question regarding this statement. “But suppose,” he said, 
“that the one who does more also directs his heart to heaven? 
Is his conduct not still preferable?” 

The Rabbi of Przysucha answered this with a parable, a tale 
of two merchants who went on the same journey. One arrived 
quickly, while the other was prevented from doing so and got 
there only some time later. When asked what his delay was 
all about, he replied: “The point is that I’m here. Whatever 
happened, happened.” He did not comment further. 

The meaning seems to be as follows: “As long as you direct 
your heart” says that the final goal of your deeds should be 
that your heart be directed to God, whether this comes to you 
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rather easily or takes a great deal of effort. Deeds are to help 
one to direct the heart. This is very true. 

Here this is said of the gift offering. Since one’s offering is a 
coming near (korban = sacrifice/drawing near) to God, and that 
is the desired goal and the end of the matter, it makes no dif- 
ference whether you give more or less. The end is one: coming 
near to God. This is the very meaning, in fact, of “direct your 
heart”—like the offering, you are drawn after your own root. 
This is the life-force of divinity, which has been placed in 
every thing. 

3:3 


The point that R. Simha Bunem of Przysucha seems to be 
making is that God is the undepletable wholesaler; He has 
“merchandise” for everyone who comes along on the journey, 
no matter when you arrive. The Sefat Emet is making the 
same point, though in his typically more mystical language: 
since the divine life is in every thing, even the smallest offer- 
ing to God is enough to set your soul into connection with its 
root and to bring it back to the One. That is what religious 
doing is all about. 


—5' 


With regard to the small aleph of Va-Yikra’: 

There are three sorts of letters in the Torah: those of en- 
larged size, those of reduced size, and the ordinary letters. 
These reduced letters seem connected to matters that depend 
upon action, the light of Torah flowing in a reduced and con- 
centrated way into the actual doing of the mitsvah, as in “the 
commandment is a candle” (Prov. 6:23). This entire book, 
called Teaching of the Priests, is about deeds. For there are 
[three] categories: thought, word, and deed. 

Torah itself is the category of word. This belongs particu- 
larly to Moses our Teacher, as it was when Torah was given. 
There it says: “And Moses went up” (Ex. 19:3), on his own, 
since he was specially designated for this rung. But the en- 


150 SEFER VA-YIKRA’ 


larged letters are still higher, in the very root of the written 
Torah, the category of thought. That is why they are written 
large, because thought can transcend reality and nature. Word 
is the intermediate category, between thought and action. 

That is why Va-Yikra’ is written with a small aleph, because 
action was “a small matter with regard to Moses.” Here the 
Midrash quotes: “. .. who do His word, to hear the sound of 
His word” (Ps. 103:20)—for deed has to be joined to the word, 
and word to thought. That is why the Teaching of the Priests 
was given through Moses, so that he would join deed to word. 
The Midrash tells us that Moses was like a king’s servant who 
built a palace, and on every single thing he fashioned he would 
write the name of the king. Thus Moses writes repeatedly: 
“ ,.as the Lord commanded Moses.” 

The matter is thus: “Forever, O Lord, Your word stands in 
the heavens” (Ps. 119:89). “His words are alive and standing.” 
Every word of God stands [forever] in the heavens. Therefore, 
one who fulfills even a single commandment “for its own 
sake” (lit.: “for its name”) like Moses our Teacher truly joins - 
this deed to the word of God that is in the mitsvah. This is 
the signature of the king. Therefore, we ask [before performing 
a commandment]: “May the pleasantness of the Lord our God 
be upon us” (Ps. 90:17). This is the meaning of “for its own 
sake—for its name’s sake,” since the entire Torah is composed 
of the names of God. There is thus a particular name that be- 
longs to each commandment in the Torah. This again is [the 
meaning of] “who do His word to hear the sound of His word.” 

On weekdays we attain Torah by the deed. The holy Zohar 
says that donning tefillin before prayer is a way of fulfilling [the 
commandment:] “. . . they will make Me a sanctuary and I will 
dwell in their midst” (Ex. 25:8). But on Shabbat Israel need no 
tefillin, since they themselves are a sign; the light of Torah 
shines forth in the day itself. That, too, is why the work of the 
tabernacle, “who do His word,” was not done on the Sabbath. 


S10 


The inner linkage of thought, word, and deed goes to the 
heart of the mystical meaning of the commandments. Each 
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mitsvah, we are told here, is linked to a particular name of 
God. So, too, we understand, is each name linked to a partic- 
ular contemplative configuration in the mind of God, the 
realm of thought. For mortals of lesser rank than Moses, how- 
ever, even the path of names is too profound for us to follow. 
We perform the commandments in the realm of action, fill- 
ing them with the inner direction of our hearts, and that 
causes them to be joined to their counterparts in the realms 
of word and thought. But since the link is there and the flow 
goes in both directions, some glimmer of those great lights 
can be given to us as we light our little candle of the mitsvah, 
here in the world of action. 


TSAV 


“This is the Torah of the burnt-offering . . . a fire must always 
burn on the altar; it may not go out” (Lev. 6:1,6). 

This is the purpose of human worship. Each day a new light 
comes down upon those who serve God, as the Scripture says: 
“And the priest shall burn wood upon it each morning, each 
morning” (vs. 5). So, too, is it written: “. . . in His goodness 
He renews each day... ” (Prayerbook). This love comes to us 
as a gift of divine grace. Something of this light should remain 
imprinted on the heart throughout day and night; “it may not 
go out.” 

When this is the case, whatever thoughts and doubts that 
arise upon the heart will be burned up by the inner flame of 
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this imprint. “It is the burnt-offering upon its altar” (vs. 2); as 
the holy Zohar says, evil thoughts are consumed in this fire. 
“The burnt-offering upon its altar” means that no evil thought 
arises until the fire-power to consume it is already present. So 
says the RaMBaN: God does not bring any trial upon a person 
unless he has the power to withstand it. 

In fact the fire that “must always burn” is the fear of God, 
but the wood that “he shall burn upon it each morning” is 
love, the “thread of grace” that we are taught is drawn forth 
each day. “God commands His grace by day, and at night His 
song is with me” (Ps. 42:9)—that is the fire that “burns upon 
its altar all the night.” 

This order is present with us each day, as the light of Torah 
works in the person, burning and consuming improper 
thoughts. All this takes place through Torah, which is called 
fire. There is fire that gives light—this refers to the 248 posi- 
tive commandments of Torah, [performed] out of love. And 
there is a fire that burns—these are] the 365 prohibitions, [ob- 
served] from fear of heaven. 

The commandment here to remove the ashes hints that as 
we burn up the waste in our lives we are uplifted each day, 
and then we are given new light. This redemptive process is 
with us every single day. For the one who serves God in a sim- 
ple way, daily accepting divine rule in reciting the Shema’ and 
saying, “you shall love” then reads: “These words which I 
command you today shall be upon your heart”—that is the 
light made new each day. “And you shall speak of them when 
you dwell in your house and when you walk by the way, when 
you lie down and when you rise up”—we receive this light 
until we lie down and arise again. That is [the fire that burns] 
“all night, until the morning” (Lev. 6:2). 


3:24f. 


These opening verses of Parashat Tsav are recited in the 
Sephardic and hasidic prayer-rite each morning, as part of the 
introduction to worship. They have long been interpreted as 
referring to spiritual or inner fire, the undying fire of prayer - 
that is rekindled each morning. Here the two most basic prop- 
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erties of fire, its power to warm and to burn, are joined to the 
two “wings” of prayer, the love and fear of heaven. 

In a move typical of the much older rabbinic sources, the 
fire of the altar is here identified with Torah, rather than with 
prayer alone. This shows Ger as belonging to that Polish 
school within Hasidism that valued study and tried to com- 
bine the ancient intellectualist traditions of Judaism with the 
hasidic fire and enthusiasm for the religious life. 

For us too, the study of texts such as these may itself be a 
religious act, no less filled with kavvanah or directed inten- 
sity than is prayer or meditation. Sacred study as an act of 
devotion is an aspect of Judaism that continues to live on, 
right here in our own reading of the hasidic sources. 


ey 4 


“A fire must always burn, it may not go out” (Lev. 6:6). The 
Midrash begins by quoting: “ . . . love covers over all sins” 
(Prov. 10:12). Scripture elsewhere says: “Great waters cannot 
douse love” (Cant. 8:7). 

In the soul of every Jew there lies a hidden point that is 
aflame with [love of] God, a fire that cannot be put out. Even 
though “it may not go out” here (Lev. 6:6) refers to a prohibi- 
tion, it is also a promise. Thus our sages said: “Even though 
fire descends from the heavens, it is a commandment to bring 
it from a common {i.e., human] source.” The same is true of 
the human soul: there needs to burn in it a fiery longing to 
worship the Creator, and this longing has to be renewed each 
day, as we read: “The priest shall burn wood upon it each 
morning, each morning.” Everyone who worships God may be 
called a priest, and this arousal of love in Israel’s hearts is the 
Service of the Heart, that which takes the place of sacrificial 
offerings. 

When this fiery love is present, any distracting thought that 
enters the heart is consumed. Thus the holy Zohar says that 
the evil thought is “the burnt-offering upon its altar.” That in 
fact is the true purpose of all those thoughts that rise up 


156 SEFER VA-YIKRA’ 


within the heart: they are there to be overpowered in the fire 
of worship. In this way those distracting thoughts are purified 
and uplifted. 

That is the reason it says “all night until the morning.” The 
phrase appears redundant: why “until the morning” if we al- 
ready said “all night”? But this is to show that the very ad- 
mixture of distractions and their “darkness” in the 
worshipper’s heart will itself bring about the “morning.” For 
that is the order: “There was evening and there was morning”: 
the mixture of good and evil is purified. Weekday prepares for 
the Sabbath, this world prepares for the next. So, too, the 
struggle in the heart of the one who serves goes on “all night 
until the morning.” Our exile is also called night, but it too 
will bring about a morning. ... 

3°23 


We long for a perfect act of worship, one in which there is no 
distraction, no doubt, no holding back, no wandering of the 
mind, nothing but the pure gift of love. But we miss the point! - 
Our worship is all about struggle, an ongoing inner process of 
transformation. Indeed there is pure fire of love in our hearts, 
but it is there in order to meet and consume our lower pas- 
sions, our distractions, all those thoughts that seem such un- 
welcome guests in our hearts when we try to pray. But their 
presence is the very point of prayer. They—or the “we,” the 
self who is represented by them—come to us in that moment 
in order to be consumed, to be taken up into that secret fire 
that burns within us. 


= 35 


“This is the Torah of the burnt-offering” (Lev. 6:2). The 
Midrash quotes: “ . . . love covers over all sins” (Prov. 1012). 
It has been said that “sin douses [the flame of] a mitsvah, 
but not [that of] Torah.” “A fire will always burn” refers to 
Torah, of which it is written: “Are not My words like fire?” 


(Jer. 23:29), “It may not go out.” Thus says the Faithful Shep- : 
herd in the holy Zohar. 
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This is why Torah teaches how to atone for all sins by means 
of sacrifice (QoRBan). Note that in each of them the word 
“Torah” is used, showing that by means of Torah Israel can al- 
ways return and draw near (hitQaReB). It says twice: “Fire will 
burn upon the altar; it may not go out,” pointing to the two 
Torahs, the written and the oral. Of these it says: “Sustain me 
with raisin cakes” (ashishot = “two fires”) (Cant. 2:5), the fire 
above and the fire below, written Torah and oral Torah. So, too, 
they said that “even though fire comes down from heaven, the 
commandment is to bring it from a common source.” 

Israel eternally have a place in those two fires. “Are not My 
words like fire?” is the written Torah, and “The House of 
Jacob [is] fire” (Ob. 1:18), the “eternal life implanted within 
us [is the oral Torah].” This was the “stamp of fire” that the 
Holy One showed Moses, indicating that Israel would always 
have a place in this form of fire. Half the form is above and 
half of it below. 

In the Temple, which was capable of receiving fire from 
heaven, it was commanded to arrange [wood upon the altar 
and] fire from below. So, too, in time: on the Sabbath there de- 
scends an extra soul, particular to Israel. The two Sabbath 
loaves represent bread from heaven and from earth. They are 
the same two fires: the written and the oral Torah. 

The essence of love, of which it says: “‘I love you,’ says the 
Lord” (Mal. 1:2) is because at Mount Sinai Israel received [the 
commandment] “I am the Lord your God,” the essence of 
Torah, carved into their souls. Through this inscription they 
can continually return and draw near to Him. This is “the 
continual rising upward that was made at Mount Sinai” 


(Num. 28:6). 
3:29 


We have learned several times that the human soul is half 
above and half below, united on the Sabbath. Now we learn 
that Torah too is half above and half below. Written Torah 
was spoken and given by God; oral Torah is that which lies 
deeply implanted within our souls. But even God in heaven, 
Master of the eternal Word, prefers the fire that comes from 
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below. It is the working out of this internal Torah, and the 
fashioning of a life in response to it, that we have to bring as 
our “fire from below,” our uniquely human offering to God. 


SHEMINI 


aS) | See ee ee ee ee ae 
ee a ee ee ee ae 
“On the eighth day Moses called Aaron and the elders of Is- 
rael” (Lev. 9:1). The Midrash teaches: “Beloved are the elders, 
and if they are young, their youth is secondary to them.” The 
Tanhuma adds: “God ages them quickly.” This needs an ex- 
planation. Rabbi Akiba had said [just above in the Midrash]: 
“Israel are compared to birds. Just as birds cannot fly without 
wings, so too Israel cannot exist without their elders.” Moses’ 
calling the elders was a sign of affection and intimacy; “call” 
is the term used by the ministering angels [when “they call to 
one another”]. This is uniting and being one with the Root. 
Just as there are seventy elders in the lower Sanhedrin, so 
too are there [seventy] above. That is why the Midrash men- 
tions here that they sat in a semicircle. The same is hinted to 
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in the verse: “Her husband is known in the gates, as he sits 
with the elders of the land” (Prov. 31:23). What is “the land” 
doing here? The verse refers to the angels above; among them 
are those in charge of the lower world, and they are called “el- 
ders of the land.” Those above eternally give light to those 
below. 

On the verse, “Gather seventy men unto Me” (Num. 11:16), 
the Midrash notes that “unto Me” always refers to things that 
will last forever. Through the seventy elders below, the 
yeshivah [parallel to the Sanhedrin] was established above. 
They forever shine their light below. When the generation 
merits and there is a Sanhedrin of wise elders, they certainly 
are beloved. But even if those below are youthful [and inexpe- 
rienced], the help from above that shines into them makes 
their youth secondary to the flow of upper light. The help 
from above is greater than any human power. Essential knowl- 
edge occurs in the world when the gates above are open... . 

3:119 


The shape of the Sanhedrin’s chamber is read as a symbol of 
their being but half a Sanhedrin; their counterpart, filling the 
other half of the circular cosmic “chamber,” is the yeshivah 
or court above. Just as we have seen the Sefat Emet claim that 
the human being in this world is but a half, joined to the 
“upper root” that eternally remains with God, here we see the 
same structure of thought applied to the legislative body of 
Israel, the rabbis, who are ever seated together with their 
counterparts in the upper realm. The wisdom that is ex- 
pressed in their teachings and in the halakhic process contin- 
ually flows into this world from “above.” 

The original hasidic masters, young men when the move- 
ment was created, were often accused of straying from the 
ways of their elders. Perhaps the Sefat Emet, who was forty- 
four years old and quite well established when this teaching 
was spoken, was defending a young colleague within the ha- 
sidic world, which by his time also tended to be dominated 
by the respect offered to elders. 
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“On the eighth day.” The Sifra teaches that on this day there 
was joy before God in heaven like that of the day when heaven 
and earth were created. Of Creation, Scripture says: “There 
was evening and there was morning, one day.” And of this day 
[the dedication of the tabernacle] Scripture says: “Go forth and 
gaze, O daughters of Jerusalem, upon King Solomon, upon the 
crown with which his mother crowned him on the day of his 
marriage, the day of his heart’s delight” (Cant. 3:11). 

The children of Israel now brought forth a new path in the 
world, by means of their repentance. This prepared the way 
for future generations to come. Thus the rabbis taught that 
“Israel did not deserve to do such a deed” [the worship of the 
Golden Calf], but did so only to teach repentance. 

God made humans straight, a part of the Creation that was 
all for God’s glory. But this way was only for the righteous, as 
Scripture says: “The ways of the Lord are straight: the righteous 
shall walk in them [and sinners shall stumble in them]” (Hos. 
14:10). But now Israel set forth a way by which even the weak 
who had turned crooked would be able to return to the straight 
path, by means of repentance. Only the lower creatures could 
bring this possibility to fruition, since “the ways of the Lord 
are [only] straight.” That is why there was joy before God like 
on the day of Creation—for this would set the world aright. 

This is “the crown with which his mother crowned him.” 
{“Solomon” here refers to God; Scripture calls Israel] His 
“mother” because they brought forth this new path. And this 
took place “on the eighth day,” the one that reaches beyond 
nature, past the seven-day cycle of Creation. 

See how great repentance is! The rabbis teach that sin is 
powerful, since before Israel had sinned, they were able to look 
upon “the appearance of God’s glory. . .” (Ex. 24:17), while 
after the sin they were afraid to gaze even at the intermediary 
[Moses]. Once they had repented, however, it says: “The glory 
of God appeared to all the people” (Lev. 9:23). 
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Here the teaching that humans are “in the image of God” 
takes on new meaning. God creates heaven and earth but 
needs us also to be creators. Our creation is in the moral 
realm, one in which a perfect God cannot create alone. Only 
flawed humans like ourselves could have given birth to the 
reality of teshuvah, to the sense that other flawed humans 
will always be able to change their ways. To do this, Israel 
themselves had to go through the experience of sin and re- 
pentance. The tabernacle dedicated on this eighth day stands 
as a symbol of God’s forgiveness of their sin and of the possi- 
bility of forgiveness for all future generations. 


—— 6: 


“Moses said to Aaron: ‘Approach the altar’” (Lev. 9:7). Aaron 
was ashamed [to draw near], but Moses said to him: “Why are 
you ashamed? For this you were chosen!” (RaSHI). The com- 
mentators say that it was because of this shame he had that he 
was chosen. But it could also be read otherwise: that the goal 
of being chosen was to reach this state of shame. Thus Scrip- 
ture itself says about the giving of the Torah: “so that His fear 
be upon your faces in order that you not sin” (Ex. 20:20}. The 
rabbis said that this refers to shame and that “if one has no 
shame, it is known that his ancestors never stood at Mount 
Sinai.” So the purpose of Israel’s coming near to Mount Sinai 
was to merit shame. 

All that God metes out is as deserved. Just as Aaron was one 
who “loved people and brought them near to Torah,” which 
the sages took to mean that he even brought sinners close so 
that they would be ashamed of themselves and repent, so did 
God mete out to him that He would draw him near to be high 
priest over all Israel. Aaron was deeply ashamed of himself, 
this is the token of true perfection. 

But by means of shame you can really come close to each 
of the commandments. Take true shame to heart, [thinking:] 
“How can a clod of earth do the will of the Creator?” In this 
way you will be able to fulfill the mitsvah. And if it is done 
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in a whole way, then a further measure of shame will come 
upon you. This testifies to the wholeness of the deed. 

So [with regard to Aaron,] both interpretations are correct: it 
was because of his sense of shame that he deserved to be cho- 
sen as high priest, and this choosing caused the quality of 
shame to be established in him. 

3:123 


The Hebrew word bushah has a wide range of meanings, re- 
flecting the original link between “shame” and “shy” in Eng- 
lish as well. We have lost too much of the sense that blushing 
or shame at a disgraceful act—evil talk or gossip, for exam- 
ple—is a sign of good breeding. That sense is forcefully con- 
tained in this text: the memory of Sinai continues to make us 
ashamed to transgress. The distinction between “shame” and 
“guilt” might be a good one for us to recover from our re- 
newed contact with the tradition. 


In the first chapter of Mishnah Avot: “Do not be like servants 
who serve the master in order to receive reward; be rather like 
servants who serve the master not in order to receive reward, 
and let the fear of heaven be upon you.” 

It could have been said more simply: “Do not serve in order 
to receive reward.” But the meaning here is that all of a per- 
son’s efforts should be directed toward doing the Creator’s 
will. “Let the fear of heaven be upon you” means that fear of 
heaven is truly present in every Jew. But we need to work or 
to serve in order to draw our hearts near to that truth, rather 
than to walk in darkness. When the heart is aroused con- 
stantly to do the will of God, fear of heaven falls upon the per- 
son on its own. 

So too we can understand the verse: “This is the thing the 
Lord has commanded you to do that the glory of God may ap- 
pear to you” (Lev. 9:6). Let your will be only to do God’s will, 
as He has commanded, and through this “the glory of God 
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may appear to you”—the presence of Shekhinah within your 
heart will be revealed. 
3:112 


Serving God “for its own sake” rather than for reward is a 
matter of being, not just of doing. The Mishnah uses the ex- 
pression “do not be” to indicate this: such service of God in- 
volves the entire way a person lives, not just specific actions. 
A life wholly dedicated to selfless service has its own built-in 
reward: true fear of God, implanted deep within the human 
heart, will come to the surface and be revealed. By serving 
without thought of reward, you “let the fear of heaven be 
upon you.” 

Only one who stands outside the life of faith will ask: “But 
what kind of reward is the fear of heaven!” As though to an- 
swer this question, however (for indeed the scoffer, too, lives 
in every human heart), our author ties his interpretation to 
the verse in this parashah. Here it is the “glory of God” that is 
revealed, surely a more attractive-sounding goal. But this - 
glory too turns out to be just that which has been dwelling in 
the human heart all along—now brought into view by a life of 
selfless service. The final connection is not made here, but is 
perhaps implied: God’s glory is our “fear of heaven.” 


—_— Fe 


“These are the living creatures of which you may eat” (Lev. 
11:2). “Because Israel are attached to life,” as RaSHI says. 

On the verse (11:44-45) “[You shall not defile yourselves 
with any creeping thing that crawls upon the earth,] for I am 
the Lord your God who brought you forth from the Land of 
Egypt ...,” the Talmud comments: “Had I brought Israel forth 
only so that they not defile themselves with creeping things, 
it would have been sufficient.” The One “who brought you 
forth” has to be greater than the Exodus itself. Thus we say: 
“who brought us forth from the Land of Egypt and redeemed 
us from the house of slaves.” There is a redemption from the © 
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narrow straits (Mitsrayim/metsar), but there is a still higher 
rung, one above all places of constriction, an “inheritance with- 
out constraints.” Since God has brought us into [this] true free- 
dom, we are not permitted to eat any of those things that 
enslave the soul to the body. The essence of the soul’s libera- 
tion is that it not be tied down to bodily things. . . . 

eel 


... indeed the life of Torah is to be found everywhere, as it 
says: “You made them all in wisdom” (Ps. 104:24). But the 
life-force cannot be drawn forth from some things because 
[they contain] an admixture of good and evil. These are the 
signs: chewing the cud and having the split hoof. Each thing 
contains two keys, an inner and an outer. First the lock of na- 
ture has to be opened, so that the physical itself not be too en- 
tirely corporeal. This is the split hoof, one not completely 
closed, showing that there is a crack in the outer shell, in that 
which hides. Afterwards, the holy point within has to be 
opened. The animal that chews its cud hints at one who can 
bring forth that which lies within. 

In these [the life-force] is drawn after the Jew who eats of 
them in holiness. The forbidden species are those from which 
we cannot bring forth that holiness. That is why the blessed 


Holy One has separated us from them. 
3:120 


The rules of kashrut, like all the commandments, are given 
to enable Israel to live in greater holiness. This was the pur- 
pose of our liberation from bondage and remains the essence 
of our higher freedom. We are to be freed from the universal 
human enslavement of soul to body, of deepest and purest self 
to the whims of physical desire. This liberation is attested by 
a system of restraint in the realm of eating. By consuming 
only the flesh of animals that symbolically offer openings to 
inwardness, Israel are reminded that even in the mundane 
and corporeal aspects of their lives, they are to seek always 
to discover and uplift the holy that everywhere lies within. 
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TAZRIA’ 


The Midrash opens by quoting: “’You formed me backward 
and forward’ (Ps. 139:5). Said R. Yohanan: A deserving person 
thus inherits two worlds, this one and the world to come... 
and one who is not deserving has to give an accounting, as the 
verse goes on to say: ‘And You placed Your hand upon me.’” 
All of Creation is in need of redemption /tikkun], as Scrip- 
ture says: “ ... which God created to do” (Gen. 2:3). The 
human was created last in deed, but first in the order of re- 
demption. It is through humanity that Creation and redemp- 
tion are joined together. This is what the sages meant by 
noting that humans were created last, so that they could [im- 
mediately] enter the Sabbath, since the Sabbath belongs to 


redemption. 
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“Backward” in the Midrash refers to the weekdays, the days 
when we labor to purify those things of this world that are not 
yet redeemed. Through this we come to merit the Sabbath, the 
“forward” time, that of contemplation and redemption. 

The human being is the one who links and joins all of Cre- 
ation together. That is why we contain the most base corpo- 
reality and the most lofty spirit; “He created the person in the 
image of God” (Gen. 9:6). If that is the case, then just as God 
contains all beings—” You give life to them all” (Neh. 9:6}— 
so, too, do we humans contain all those creatures that are 
under us. And when we redeem all those who depend upon us, 
we then merit the place that awaits us, above them all. Thus 
we are taught [in the Midrash] that a deserving person is told: 
“You preceded all of Creation!” But one who does not merit, 
that is, who has not come to this place of redemption, is told: 
“This flea preceded you! This worm preceded you!” 

“Backward” comes before “forward” in the verse, in accor- 
dance with RaSHI’s explanation (Lev. 12:1) [that just as the 
creation of humans followed that of all the beasts, so too does ~ 
the teaching concerning purification of the human body ap- 
pear in Leviticus after the teaching about various matters re- 
lating to animals.] This is to indicate that we cannot achieve 
true understanding of Torah, the way we are to walk forward, 
until we first redeem the animal soul and our corporeal 
selves. Only then can we come to “teaching concerning 
humans.” 


3:128 


The human being as a denizen of two worlds is a frequent 
theme in hasidic teachings. Often the hasidic masters were 
more positive in attitude toward the body or the physical 
world than were their predecessors or non-hasidic contempo- 
raries. But they still retained a sense of separation between 
the two realms of spirit and flesh, the one charged always 
with the uplifting and transformation of the other. 

From a contemporary point of view, this notion of the 
human community’s relationship to nature can be called one | 
of enlightened stewardship. We are certainly “higher” than 
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the animals, as our human nature is internally “higher” than 
our animal self. But the corporeal can by no means be disre- 
garded, and in fact our first task in tikkun is that of redeem- 
ing the “lower” creatures that so depend on us. This teaching 
has special meaning in our own day, when the dependence of 
many species—and perhaps of the natural order as a whole— 
upon human behavior has become so clear. To this contem- 
porary reader, the Sefat Emet calls out clearly to say that all 
our redemptive efforts within the human—and surely within 
our more narrow Jewish—community will not be grounded 
unless we turn first to the redemptive task of enabling Cre- 
ation itself to survive. 


2 


[On the same Midrash] . . . the human being contains the form 
of this entire world. We are called microcosm or “small 
world,” since all the world is contained within each of us. 
Everything exists because it is needed for human sustenance. 
Therefore, the human has to contain something of the root [of 
each thing that exists]. Humanity may thus be called the soul 
of all created beings; they are the body or matter, and the 
human is the soul or the form. That was why all of Creation 
took place before the creation of humans, since the body 
comes first. Creation first took on bodily form, and only then 
did it receive its human soul. That is why it is taught [that hu- 
mans were created on the sixth day] “so that they enter the 
Sabbath immediately,” since Shabbat is called by the Zohar 
“the day for souls.” 

Just as these rungs exist in Creation, so are they present 
later in Torah. God “says and does, speaks and fulfills.” The 
world was created by ten acts of speech and continues to exist 
through Torah and its ten utterances (or “commandments”. 
That is why there is a place in Torah for each detail of Cre- 
ation, thus “the teaching concerning the animal,” “the teach- 
ing concerning the bird” (Lev. 11:46), and afterwards comes 
the teaching concerning man. 
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So that is the meaning of [the verse:] “ You formed me back- 
ward and forward.” The human contains all, both upper and 
lower. Just as the human body contains the form of all the 
lower creatures, so does our soul contain the upper; that is the 
“forward.” And that is why the sages took note that va-yiytser 
(“He created,” referring to Adam—Gen. 2:7) is written with 
two yods: we are created twice, for this world and for the world 
to come. The Midrash refers to this as “inheriting two worlds.” 

3:13] 


At first reading this is a difficult text from the point of view of 
contemporary ecological awareness. Its radical anthropocen- 
trism goes so far as to see all the rest of Creation existing only 
to serve human need, a viewpoint that these days is consid- 
ered deeply suspect encouragement of a violation of earth’s 
resources. 

But I believe the text can be reread in a very different spirit, 
one that may provide a key to other retranslations as well. 
Yes, the human being is a very late product of the evolution- - 
ary process. We were created, as it were, on “Friday after- 
noon” of the earth’s “week.” And we do contain within us, 
in the form of DNA, genetic memory of all that came before 
us and led up to our evolution; in that we may indeed be 
called a “microcosm,” though we have not yet learned to gain 
conscious access to the great wealth of “memory” stored 
within each of us. To call us the “soul” of Creation may seem 
like hubris, but to say we are existence made articulate and 
self-conscious, the first being in the evolutionary process that 
has developed the power to see its interrelationship with all 
other beings and to understand the process itself, does not 
seem out of line. 

To this view of humanity we would also want to add a note 
of transcendence: memory and understanding of the evolu- 
tionary process do not exhaust the depths of the human spirit, 
whose greatness is in going beyond biological origins and lim- 
its, not merely in reaching back to them. Translated this way, 
the message of the Sefat Emet suddenly does not seem very . 
far from us at all. 
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(“The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying: If a person has 
in the flesh of his skin a sore... ” (Lev. 13:1-2)]. 

... The verse makes these afflictions depend upon the skin 
(or). This is based on the verse that says: “. . . the Lord God 
fashioned garments of skin for the man and his wife and He 
dressed them” (Gen. 3:21). The Midrash refers to a distinction 
between these “garments of skin” and “garments of light” 
(or). It was because of sin that they came to be garbed in this 
coarse clothing, the skin of the snake. All of corporeality de- 
rives from there. Previously, they were in a spiritual state, as is 
said of the future. At the giving of the Torah, too, Israel were 
ready for this state. That is why it says of Moses that the skin 
of his face shone. He so redeemed “skin” that he was lit up 
through the shining speculum. 

But we did not remain at that rung. Therefore, the afflic- 
tions reappeared; the Midrash teaches that it was sin that 
made us again impaired. 

It is also known, however, that the skin is porous, contain- 
ing many tiny holes. These allow the light to shine through 
its “shells.” Only sin clogs up those pores, so that “darkness 
covers the earth” (Is. 60:2). That is why “the leprous afflic- 
tion” is translated [into Aramaic] as segiru or “closing.” 

Now we also understand why the purification rites are as- 
signed to Aaron and his sons the priests: it was they who set 
right the sin of the Golden Calf. 


3:130 


Here the wordplay between the Hebrew ‘or and 'or (“skin” 
and “light”) becomes the vehicle for a profound assertion of 
ancient Hebrew myth: that behind and within the person of 
flesh there lies another self, one dressed only in pure light. 
That this is our true self is attested by the fact that it was our 
identity at the beginning of human history, and will be so 
once more at the end. 
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Again, we have matter and spirit opposed to one another. 
But the hasidic master, wanting to lessen this dichotomy, 
notes that our inner light can shine through the very pores of 
our human skin! Even though we are again “blemished” and 
our skin has “closed up” again after Sinai, the light still 
shines within us. 
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“When you come into the land of Canaan, which I give you as 
a possession, I will cause a plague of leprosy to be upon a 
house in the land you possess” (Lev. 14:34). 

What sort of strange announcement is this? RaSHI explains 
that the Canaanites [had been hiding gold treasures inside the 
walls of their houses, which the Israelites would find upon de- 
stroying the houses]. Now really! Did the Creator of the uni- 
verse need to resort to such contortions? Why would He have 
given the Canaanites the idea of hiding [things in the walls] 
so that Israel would have to knock down the houses! 

The real meaning of these afflictions of houses is in fact 
quite wondrous, a demonstration that Israel’s holiness is so 
great that they can also draw sanctity and purity into their 
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dwelling-places. Scripture tells us: “A stone shall cry out from 
the wall and a wooden beam shall answer it” (Hab. 2:11), re- 
garding a person’s sin, to which the walls of his house bear 
witness. How much more fully does the tsaddik have to bring 
a feeling of holiness into all that belongs to him, including 
both plants and ordinary physical objects! 

That is just what Israel did when they brought the Land of 
Canaan forth from defilement and into the realm of holiness. 
Then it became the Land of Israel, and the blessed Creator 
caused His presence to dwell in the holy Temple. This is part 
of loving God “with all your might” (Deut. 6:5}; we have to 
bring the light of holiness into all of our possessions. In this 
sense the “plague of leprosy” can fall upon houses too; the 
announcement is the good news that Israel can redeem all 
those places. 

This is the real “hidden treasure”—that in the most 
corporeal of objects there are hidden sparks of the greatest 
holiness. ... 


3:139f, 


What more is there to say: The only “hidden treasures” we 
need seek out are those hidden by God Himself, and these are 
hidden throughout reality. The only houses we need to destroy 
in order to find them are those walls we ourselves construct, 
the blinders we keep setting up to keep us from seeing the light 
within. We are our own Canaanites; we are our only Israel. 
The Sefat Emet chooses to read the passage in this in- 
trapsychic way, thus saving it from the obvious moral prob- 
lems of a more literal reading. But a Jew living after 1945 
cannot hear this RaSHI comment quoted without recalling 
the tales of Jews in Poland and elsewhere being asked by their 
gentile neighbors, as they were being led out to slaughter: 
“Where did you hide the gold?” In the face of this horrible 
memory, the aggadic tradition underlying RaSHI here serves 
to protect us from any moral superiority that our status as 
victims might give us. Under different circumstances, we are 
reminded, we might have been the ones to go searching for — 
other people’s treasures. 
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“This is the teaching concerning the leper” (Lev. 14:2). The 
Midrash quotes the verse: “To the wicked one God says, ‘Why 
should you speak of My laws and bear My covenant upon your 
mouth?’” (Ps. 50:16) and declares that “the blessed Holy One 
does not desire the praise of the wicked.” 

The Torah offers to Israel counsel appropriate to all times, as 
it is written: “Peace, peace, to the far and to the near” (Is. 
57:19). The far one, the Midrash tells us, is the leper, who was 
distanced and has now drawn near. 

There are some who attain wholeness by drawing near and 
others who do so by distance. These are the two sorts of 
shalom to which the verse refers. Such a verse as “Why should 
you speak My laws?” is a part of the Torah’s way, telling the 
wicked one to distance himself. His healing will come about 
through his being sent out of the camp. The same is true of a 
person who simply did some misdeed and became distanced 
from holiness. He has to accept this distancing with love and 
learn that within it is to be found his redemption. The 
Midrash says that the ways of the blessed Holy One are not 
like those of man. Man cuts with a knife but heals the wound 
with a bandage, while God heals with the very same thing by 
which He wounds. The wound itself is the healing! 

That is why the portion opens with [the verse:] “This is the 
teaching (torah) concerning the leper,” for his torah is in his 
being sent far off. The [lowly] hyssop also points to this; by 
humbling himself he will earn the right to draw near. Every- 
thing the Torah has one do is for the good, as it says: “. . . all 
her paths are peace” (Prov. 3:17). Even those paths that dis- 
tance a person lead to wholeness; this is “peace to the far.” 
Scripture says: “’Am I a God nearby?’ says the Lord, ‘and not a 
God far off?’” (Jer. 23:23), to which the Midrash adds: “Do I 
bring near and not make distant?” God’s divinity is not to be 
found only in closeness, but even the distancing God does ul- 
timately brings us near... . 


oad 
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Modernity has been defined by our sense of distance from 
God. This distance then becomes alienation, a sense of being 
cut off also from our own true selves, from our natural roots, 
and from the world around us. The hard-won freedom of 
modernity is also the root of our modern pain and sense of 
emptiness. 

Dare we allow ourselves to see this entire process from the 
viewpoint of a higher rung of consciousness? To say that our 
modern selves are God’s way of sending us far off so that we 
might draw near again: Modernity has surely brought us new 
sorts of wholeness, just as it has broken us. Can this break- 
ing, too, be « tool of the Spirit, intended ultimately to heal? 


“Then shall the priest command to take for the one to be 
cleansed two living birds .. . ” (Lev. 14:4). RaSHI comments 
that “leprosy” is a punishment for evil speech and birds are . 
chatterers. The holy Zohar says that such afflictions come 
about both through evil words and through good words that 


we pass up an opportunity to speak. “I was silent of good and 
my pain was frozen” (Ps. 39:3). 


It is written that “death and life are in the hands of the 
tongue” (Prov. 18:21). Because the power of language is so 
great, we have to take special care concerning idle talk, which 
prevents the mouth and tongue from bringing forth words of 
holiness. Scripture says: “.. . you shall speak of them” (Deut. 
6:7), which the sages interpret to mean: “Whoever engages in 
idle talk transgresses a positive commandment, since it says 
‘of them’—and not of other things.” This is a condition: to the 
degree to which you guard your tongue from meaningless talk, 
you are able “to speak of them... . ” 

The birds are there to atone for two sins. The one that is 
slaughtered is there so that one will cut himself off from idle 
chatter, and how much more from evil talk itself. The bird 
that is set free is to prepare the mouth and tongue to speak 
words of Torah. That is why the slaughtered bird is forbidden — 


METSORA’ 177 


[to be eaten], while the one set free is [later] permitted. On the 
verse “every pure bird you may eat” (Deut. 14:20) the sages 
noted: “This includes the bird set free [in the leper purifica- 
tion ceremony].” This bird points to pure speech, which is the 


very essence of the human being. The verse “. .. man became 
a living soul” (Gen. 2:7) is translated: “a speaking spirit... . ” 
3:143 


Gossip and evil talk are great dangers in any circumstance. 
Their power is especially great in the sorts of small and overly 
familiar communities that typified the shtetl and Hasidim as 
a group; it is no wonder that we find much concern with the 
evil power of the tongue in the teachings of traditional Jewish 
sages, both hasidic and not. 

But this passage goes further than warning against evil 
speech. It suggests a true abstinence of talk, one that would 
keep us close to silence except for words of prayer and Torah. 
This counsel, also found very widely in the devotional clas- 
sics of Judaism, suggests a gate that we would do well to re- 
open in our day, at least for limited periods. The notion of 
ta’anit dibbur, a “speech-fast” in which one chooses to remain 
silent—except for prayer and study—for a day or some other 
period of time, is a Jewish tradition worth reclaiming. 
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AHAREY MOT 


“You shall not do like the deeds of the Land of Egypt in which 
you dwelt, nor shall you do like the deeds of the Land of 
Canaan into which I am bringing you; you shall not follow 
their statutes. You shall do My judgments and keep My 
statutes to go by them... . These are the things a person shall 
do and live by them” (Lev. 18:3-4). 

The passage is difficult. If it refers to the forbidden sexual 
liaisons that are about to be explicitly listed, why does it make 
them dependent upon “the deeds of Egypt and Canaan”? 
Rather, the intent is that in al] our deeds we not do things as 
they are done in Egypt and Canaan. Every deed has an inner 
and an outer side; the [inner] root of all things is surely in ho- 
liness, since all was created for God’s glory. This innermost 
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point has been given to Israel. That is the meaning of [the 
verse:] “Let all your deeds be for the sake of heaven.” That is 
why the deeds of the other nations are referred to as 
“statutes,” as in “you shall not follow their statutes.” They 
have no relationship to the inner meaning of all things, and 
cleave to mere externals. 

In fact it is by means of the commandments that Israel can 
do all their deeds in holiness. That is the meaning of “You 
shall do My judgments... .” In this way you will be able to 
do all your deeds not in the way of Egypt or Canaan. This is 
“to go by them... things a person shall do and live by them.” 
We have also explained that through the commandments one 
draws life into all things. On a simple level, this refers to the 
rabbis’ teaching that every mitsvah is parallel to a particular 
limb. By devoting all of the life-force in that limb to the com- 
mandment alone, you can bring new life from the command- 
ment into that limb. In this way you can do all your deeds in 
holiness. This is the meaning of “who made us holy through 
His commandments. .. .” 

3:144f. 


The teaching contains an interesting reversal of a common 
Christian complaint about Judaism, whose halakhic struc- 
ture has often been depicted by Christians as devotion to 
“mere externals.” Here it is the nations of the world, that do 
not understand the inner workings of things, whose laws are 
only hukkot, statutes “carved in stone.” The laws of Israel, 
as our author has frequently reminded us, are carved rather 
on the tablets of the heart. Each side in this long debate has 
thus painted the other as lacking in real faith, real heart. 

Of course this sort of interreligious sparring only makes 
sense in a world where each tradition holds fast to its exclu- 
sivist truth-claim. When each learns to see the other as also 
having a hold on the inner meaning of life, however different 
the symbol-system through which it gains that access may be, 
the denigration of the other's faith no longer has any meaning. 
Parts of humanity have taken some important steps in that 
direction in the years since the Sefat Emet was written, but 
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only as a result of the most horrible dehumanization of all 
time that included among its victims the Hasidim of Ger and 
the Jews of Poland. It behooves us to remember, as victims of 
that unique event, that any denigration of the other’s faith is a 
step toward seeing that other as less than human. 


— 2 


I heard my grandfather interpret the verse “These are the 
things a person shall do and live by them” (Lev. 18:5) to mean: 
“You should put most of your life-force into Torah and com- 
mandments.” 

One could add that in this way you truly “live by them,” 
since Torah also gives life to those who fulfill her, life in this 
world and the world to come. Just like the wicked, whose de- 
sire to live is so that they can enjoy this world, and therefore 
all their life comes through eating and drinking, so the right- 
eous, who seek to live for the sake of God’s commandments 
and His Torah, are sustained by the Torah and mitsvot them- 
selves. “For they are our life and the length of our days.” Our 
life is given to us by Torah. 

The sages said of “to walk in them” (Lev. 18:4)—"put them 
first and not second.” This really depends upon a person’s de- 
votion: insofar as you put Torah and commandments first, 
Torah gives you life in this world as well. This is the meaning 
of “a person shall do” and then “live by them.” The true root 
of Torah is above, and it contains all the worlds. But when Is- 
rael act in accordance with Torah, it gives them life in this 
world as well. That is, after all, why the blessed Holy One 
gave us the Torah, so that through us its light [would] spread 
forth in this world as well. 


32147 


We place our life-energy in Torah, and Torah gives us new life. 
The mutuality of this exchange allows for its eternal renewal. 
Good teachers will understand this easily. We devote our en- 
ergies unstintingly to the texts and traditions that we teach, 
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and these sources themselves become a font of constant re- 
newal for us. 

But the Sefat Emet wants more here than just devotion to 
Torah. It is the Torah that contains all the worlds to which 
we are to give ourselves, the Torah that was God’s plan for 
Creation. An openness to that Torah will necessarily give us a 
love of this world as well, but one that is rooted in the divine 
perspective. 


——— 


Another reading of “the things a person shall do and live by 
them”: The sages referred this to the world to come, because 
in this world one does ultimately die. The commandments set 
aright the inner image of the human being, the 248 [positive 
commandments, parallel to the limbs] and the 365 [prohibi- 
tions, parallel to the sinews]. When a person attains this gar- 
ment, death has no power over him, as was the case with . 
Adam before the sin. After sinning he was garbed in a body 
that is subject to death. The commandments give us access 
again to our original garment. 

This teaching is also to be found in “the things a person 
shall do and live by them,” for by doing them you fulfill your 
true image as a person. Even in a more direct sense, by doing 
the commandments you become a vessel to receive the life- 
force that is beyond death, of which Scripture says: “He blew 
into his nostrils the breath of life” (Gen. 2:7). There is no place 
for death here. Only due to sin did we lose this original vessel, 
in the next world we will regain it, prepared by the com- 
mandments. . 

Here Scripture says “shall do,” and elsewhere we also read: 
“No eye but Yours has seen, O Lord, what You shall do for the 
one who waits for You” (Is. 64:3). The “eye” refers to the form 
or image; in the future Israel will be garbed in a spiritual image 
comprehended by no creature, but only by [God]. Thus the 
sages taught that in the future [the angels] will recite “Holy!” 
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when Israel stand before them. All this will come about be- 
cause of the commandments in this world. 

But the sages say of the Sabbath that it is “something like 
the world to come.” So something like that form or image is 
revealed on it. That is why “the light of a person’s face on a 
weekday is not like the the light of his face on the Sabbath.” 

3:149 


The path of Torah is a path back to Eden, a return to “the way 
of the Tree of Life.” It is no accident that the phrase gan eden 
in Hebrew refers both to biblical Eden and to life after death. 
We seek to return to the Eden whence we came, to the primal 
holiness, even divinity, that humans once had, but lost at the 
very beginning of time. 

But once again an other-worldly teaching is referred back 
to this world as well. If we want to see something of what 
that Eden is like, the Sefat Emet tells us, we should just look 
into the face of a Jew who truly keeps the Sabbath. 
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“You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev. 
19:2). This section was spoken in public assembly. No one can 
attain holiness except by negating his own self before the 
whole of Israel. Thus Scripture says: “The whole community, 
all of them, are holy” (Num. 16:3). This means that when they 
are all one, they are holy. That is why most of the laws in this 
section deal with interpersonal matters. When Israel are one, 
the hand of the nations also has no power over them. Insofar 
as they are separate from the nations, holiness dwells in their 
midst. Thus RaSHI teaches: “Wherever guard is kept regard- 
ing interpersonal borders [avoiding sexual misdeed], there you 
will find holiness.” So it is on the Sabbath, when “all of them 
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are united in secret oneness” that “the ‘other side’ passes 
away from them,” and there is holiness. 

But it says: “. . . for I the Lord your God am holy.” Holiness, 
too, has to be so that we merit being attached to God, blessed 
be He. This is what the Midrash means when it asks here: 
“Might you think ‘You shall be holy’ means ‘just like I am’?” 
It learns from the case of Pharaoh, who declared [when ap- 
pointing Joseph to office]: “I am Pharaoh” (Gen. 41:44}, mean- 
ing that Pharaoh elevated Joseph only for his own sake. He 
saw that Joseph was clever, and he raised him up to protect 
Pharaoh’s kingdom. Our holiness should not be separated off 
in this way [of self-glorification], but should be only for the 
sake of attaching ourselves to God. “For I am holy,” and you 
can be attached to God only by attaining holiness. 

This “assembly” applies to each individual as well. We have 
to gather together all of our 248 limbs and all our desires into 
one. Thus our sages taught on the verse: “The Lord your God 
walks about in the midst of your camp . . . so your camp must 
be holy” (Deut. 23:15)—in the midst of your own 248 limbs. - 
So it is by means of the commandments [sanctifying the 
limbs] that one attains holiness; “He has made us holy 
through His commandments.” And we ask: “Sanctify us by 
Your commandments.” It is by means of the commandments 
that the limbs are joined together and come to oneness. Then 
there is holiness. 

But the holiness of all Israel remains higher. This is the “as- 
semblage for the sake of heaven” whose “end is to persist,” 
since the name of heaven is called upon it and holiness dwells 
in it. Thus it was in actual history: because Israel were united, 
they had both the tabernacle and the Temple, God’s presence 
dwelling in their midst. Now destruction has come upon that 
assemblage, because of baseless hatred, for holiness can be pre- 
sent only where there is oneness. . . . 


3:158f. 


Even holiness has to be for the sake of heaven. The perfection 
of the self as an end can be idolatry, a kind of spiritual self- . 
aggrandizement comparable to that of Pharaoh, who took 
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himself for a god. Here the Sefat Emet seems to foresee some- 
thing of the danger in the recent “New Age” joining of the 
search for self-realization and the quest for God. These two 
are indeed deeply related, as the mystic is the first to under- 
stand. But the essential value of self-transcendence makes all 
the difference. Mystics in all the great traditions have under- 
stood this. Only humility and the negation of self that allows 
one to join with all of Israel—and we would add, all of hu- 
manity, all of Creation—can make room for God’s presence. 


—#'. 


“You shall be holy.” RaSHI comments: “Be careful about sex- 
ual misdeed and transgression.” RaMBaN reads it: “Sanctify 
yourself within the domain of the permitted.” 

In my humble opinion RaSHI has the correct intent here. 
Surely, “You shall be holy” is one of those commandments 
that has no fixed limit. The more you abstain, the greater the 
holiness you attain, and there is no end to this. That is why it 
says: “You shall be” [pointing to the future], for a person 
should always add holiness to holiness. A hint of this may be 
seen in the verse: “. . . sanctify them today and tomorrow” 
(Ex. 19:10), showing that there is no end point at which you 
can say: “I am already holy!” The proof of this is to be found 
in that generation [when Torah was given]. They really were 
“the whole community, all of them holy,” and yet God said 
to them: “You shall be holy.” 

This is the meaning of “Might you think: ‘Just like I am 
holy ...,’” since the verse indicates that there is no limit to 
holiness. Now a limit is added: “My holiness is above your ho- 
liness.” But this in fact shows how limitless holiness is, that 
right here in this world, a person can become more holy than 
the Seraphim. 

But surely holiness has to begin with abstaining from sexual 
misdeed and transgression. That is where you enter into the 
boundary of holiness; this much is required of every Jew. From 


188 SEFER VA-YIKRA’ 


there you can add on, just as you can with learning Torah and 
those other things for which “there is no fixed measure.” 
3:157 


Here the Sefat Emet affirms the classic Jewish moral position. 
Holiness comes about only through the training of discipline. 
There is no holiness without a degree of withholding and self- 
control. The beginning-place of these is where human beings 
are most likely to be controlled by their passions rather than 
by the dictates of the inner heart and soul. Sexual control and 
self-limitation are the training-grounds where we prepare for 
the rest of holiness. 

Hasidism began as a rejection of the kabbalists’ excessive 
concern with sin and repair of the specific “damage” it could 
cause. The Ba’al Shem Tov taught a love and embrace of the 
corporeal world as the dwelling-place of divine light. Exces- 
sive worry about sin, he taught, kept one from doing the real 
work of seeking out sparks of light everywhere, even in the 
most unlikely places. But those rather risqué formulations - 
were never meant as permission for licentiousness. Hasidism 
maintained, even beyond its formal commitment to ha- 
lakhah, a strong belief that curbing the passions was essen- 
tial to the religious life. Here the Sefat Emet is being entirely 
faithful to hasidic tradition. 

This is not a popular position in our world, one in which 
many have tried for holiness without abstention. The most 
serious seekers ultimately learn that such is not possible, 
though the learning of that lesson alone may sometimes ex- 
haust a lifetime, one that might have been better spent in a 
more advanced form of seeking. 


—s 


“Do not hate your brother in your heart; reprove, reprove your 
neighbor, do not bear sin on his account” (Lev. 19:17). The 
commentators have written that reprove is doubled to indi- 
cate that the one who reproves should be included in the re- 
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buke he offers. He should know that he, too, has a part in this 
sin. That is, “do not bear sin on his account.” Do not cast the 
entire burden of sin onto the transgressor. Involve your own 
self in this matter and repent for the sin. Then surely your 
neighbor will feel aroused to repent as well. 

“Love your neighbor as yourself” (vs. 18) we interpret as a 
[causative] form, referring to the love of God. Where have we 
found [it written] that a person is supposed to love himself? 
Then what does “as yourself” mean? The meaning rather is: 
“Make God as beloved to your neighbor as He is to you.” In 
fact our sages interpreted “You shall love the Lord your God” 
(Deut. 6:5) to mean: “May the name of heaven become beloved 
through you.” Just as you struggle to bring the love of God into 
your own heart, so should you do for your neighbor as well. 

This is why the sages taught that “Love your neighbor as 
yourself” is an underlying principle of Torah. 

3:159 


Here we have a reading of the “underlying principle” quite 
different from the well-known teaching of Hillel. He said the 
most basic rule was: “That which is hateful to you, do not to 
your neighbor.” That seems to be a direct interpretation of 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.” But the hasidic master 
reads the verse in a more devotionalist context: the greatest 
gift you can give your neighbor is not just to treat him or her 
decently, but to share with them your love of God. 

The ground that lies between these two readings of the 
same verse provides the context for an essential question of 
religious ethics. What is my obligation to my neighbor: To 
treat him decently, out of respect for our shared humanity? 
Could the Torah’s message be that humanistic and seemingly 
“secular”? Or is it to treat him not just with decency, but 
with the sacred respect due him as the image of God? And 
does that not mean helping him to realize that he is created 
in God’s image? But how do I do that while respecting his 
right to believe and live differently! The Torah contains a 
strong imperative that we teach and “witness” our faith to 
others, both Jews and non-Jews. We need to find a way to do 
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this work, but one that will save us from the pitfalls of “mis- 
sionaries” who have too much exclusiveness and self- 
assurance and too little respect and love for human variety 
and the many garbs in which God’s presence can be found. 


=— 4 


“When you come into the land and you plant every food-bear- 
ing tree...” (Lev. 19:23). The Midrash quotes: “It is a tree of 
life to those that hold fast to it” (Prov. 3:18). 

This means that the power of planting has been given to the 
children of Israel. They are able to plant every thing, to join it 
to its root, by the power of Torah. This is the meaning of “He 
has implanted eternal life in our midst.” “You shall plant 
every food-bearing tree” shows us that we are to negate each 
thing unto its root. This is the essence of [coming into] the 
Land of Israel; for this reason we pray: “. .. implant us within 
our border.” First we have to implant our own souls within - 
their root, because “man is the tree of the field” (Deut. 20:19). 

3:156 


“The power of planting” is a wonderful description for the re- 
ligious task. Here it is used as a metaphor for connecting each 
thing to its root. Elsewhere we have seen it in connection 
with the oral Torah, the power of interpretation implanted 
within Israel that allows us to “plant” meaning within the 
Torah text. 

This brief discussion of “spiritual husbandry” was offered 
in 1878, four years before the first Jews went to establish the 
BILU colonies in the Land of Israel and began real planting. 
Some among the early agricultural pioneers, especially the 
founders of the kibbutz movement, had a quasi-religious 
sense of their work: they were “planting” a new Jewish peo- 
ple, rerooting an alienated folk both literally and figuratively 
in the soil of their own national life. A few among them— 
both A. D. Gordon and R. Abraham Isaac Kook immediately — 
come to mind—had a truly transcendent understanding of 
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this planting. Rav Kook knew well that Israel’s rerooting in 
its soil was part of the return of all things to their root in God, 
a view that may be a concretization, against the background 
of Zionism, of ideas already found in the Sefat Emet. 
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“You shall sanctify him” (Lev. 21:8). 

[Moses is to sanctify Aaron as priest, showing that] the ho- 
liness of the priests depends upon that of the people Israel. 
They, too, have to sanctify themselves. Even those who can- 
not become truly holy, when they take on a bit of holiness, 
add strength to the one who has been designated as holy, [en- 
abling him] to be properly sanctified. Thus Scripture refers to 
“the priest who is greater than [lit.: “great from”] his broth- 
ers” (Lev. 21:10). The rabbis read this to mean: “Make him 
great by that which is of his brothers,” as we have said. 

S772 
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Hasidic teachings on the Book of Leviticus very often make 
an unspoken jump from the priest, holy man of the Torah, to 
the rebbe, holy man of the hasidic community. This interpre- 
tive leap is so natural to the hasidic preachers that they fre- 
quently seem to assume it, without need for special mention 
or justification. 

In the tradition of Kotsk and Ger, however, the powers of 
the tsaddik or rebbe are very much downplayed, and his hu- 
manity and vulnerability are emphasized. This teaching is 
built around a typically Kotsker vort, or brief flash of insight. 
The Kotsker would have to do no more than quote the verse 
“the priest who is great from his brothers” for his disciples to 
understand that the holiness of the tsaddik depended upon 
his community and that it was the gifts of “his brothers,” in- 
cluding the sort of material riches that the Kotsker utterly 
disdained, that made the tsaddik great. The passage here is 
simply an embellishment of that sharp insight. 

Today’s seekers will do well to remember the Kotsker’s cri- 
tique of hasidic leadership. In our search for an old/new Jew- - 


ish spirituality, there is no need to repeat all the mistakes of 
the past. 


= 2 


The Midrash opens with the verse: “The utterances of the 
Lord are pure utterances” (Ps. 12:7). 

Torah was given to the children of Israel so that through it 
they could redeem all deeds. Therefore, words of Torah can- 
not become defiled. That is the special value of their purity; 
wherever you take them, they do not come into contact with 
anything alien to them. 

It is only in accord with one’s personal purity that one can 
deserve to attain Torah. That is why the days of Omer count- 
ing were given, as a period of purification to make us ready to 
receive Torah. While it is true that anyone may study Torah, 
attachment to the innermost Torah, the “utterances of the 
Lord,” of which we say: “Cause our hearts to cling to your | 
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Torah,” indeed requires purity. This [inward attachment] in it- 
self bears witness to the purity of the person’s words, for this 
Torah is attained only through purity. Thus the verse (Ps. 12:7) 
goes on to say: “. . . as silver tried in a crucible on the earth.” 
The Torah is truth and bears its own witness. A person can 
enter into Torah only insofar as that person is pure. Other- 
wise, no tricks will help. 

But this too is true: Words of Torah themselves serve to pu- 
rify the one who studies them. Thus our sages said: “Just as 
water purifies, so do words of Torah.” In fact the verse the 
Midrash quotes is preceded by [the verses:] “May the Lord cut 
off all the slippery lips, the tongue that speaks of great things. 
They say: ‘Our tongue is powerful; we have our lips. Who is 
Lord over us?’” (vv. 4-5). This is the point of the Midrash: just 
as evil speech is terribly destructive, so does holy speech bring 
one to purity. Parallel to his cry: “May the Lord cut off,” here 
the psalmist says: “But the utterances of the Lord are pure ut- 
terances.” This refers to those who occupy themselves with 
the words of the Lord. Therefore, the Psalm concludes: “May 
You guard them, O Lord,” which according to the Midrash 
refers to children who study Torah. 

3:173f. 


This teaching is rich with psychological insight and nuance. 
Purity of heart bears witness to itself. An experienced hearer 
of spiritual teachers can learn to see that purity as it expresses 
itself in the person’s words. Such teachers are rare among the 
great many who espouse religious teachings. 

But if true Torah requires purity of heart, how are we im- 
pure ones ever to attain it! Must self-purification always pre- 
cede receiving Torah, as the Omer days precede the revelation 
on Shavu’ot: What about those of us who never feel pure 
enough to receive the Torah: 

The Sefat Emet responds to this plea with another side to 
what is revealed as a dialectic of learning and purity. The 
study of Torah in itself, he claims, helps one to become pure. 
But of course it has to. Without this there would be no hope, 
and learning would be of no value. 
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The Midrash quotes the verse: “The fear of the Lord is pure; it 
stands forever” (Ps. 19:10). Aaron’s fear of God caused this 
chapter [concerning priestly purity and avoidance of contact 
with the dead] to remain with his descendants for all genera- 
tions.... 

The fear of God that is “for life” is awe before God’s sub- 
limity. The priest who served God in the Temple was subject 
to this sort of fear of heaven, just as the ministering angels 
were. It is said that one way God differs from flesh and blood 
is that fear of God is greater upon those who are closest; 
“about Him is a mighty storm” (Ps. 50:3). 

This most essential fear of heavenly rule was present in the 
Temple. The people of Israel received [an infusion of] this fear 
three times a year, as it says: “All your males shall fear [lit.: 
‘be seen,’ at the pilgrimage festivals]” (Deut. 16:16). We also 
pray for this when we say: “. . . and there we will serve You in 
fear.” Of Aaron it is said: “My covenant was with him of life 
and peace, and I gave them to him, and of fear, and he feared 
Me, was afraid of My name” (Mal. 2:5). 

The holy Zohar teaches that wholeness comes to those who 
fear the Lord, as Scripture says: “There is no lack for those 
who fear Him” (Ps. 34:10). Since they lack for nothing, they 
may be called whole or “at peace” (shalom/shalem). This is 
how Aaron attained the quality of peace and became a lover 
and pursuer of peace. Shalom is God's own name. Since he had 
that pure fear of God, he was able to attain peace. 

That is why the holy city is named Yerushalayim, for she 
contains both yir’ah (fear) and shalom. 

On the Sabbath the fear of God comes upon the Jewish peo- 
ple. It is said that even an ignorant Jew feels the awe of the 
Sabbath. That is why the Sabbath too is called “shalom.” 


3:181 


“Fear” and “peace” are not two attributes that we generally 
expect to see together. Our fears rather disturb our peace and © 
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keep us from its wholeness. Here we see the great difference 
between “awe before God’s sublimity” and any ordinary 
human fear. This awe is a fear that takes us beyond our ordi- 
nary selves, allowing us to leave behind all other fears, all at- 
tachments to the vanities of this world, even our attachment to 
our own individual selves. It is the fear of the angels, those who 
stand eternally in the chorus of God’s praise, knowing without 
interruption that it is for this alone that they were created. 


= 4 


“I will be sanctified in the midst of the children of Israel; 
I am the Lord who sanctifies you, who brings you from the 
Land of Egypt to be a God unto you; I am the Lord your God” 
(Lev. 22:32-33). 

RaSHI, based on the Midrash, says: “For this purpose [of 
being your God did I bring you forth].” 

Whenever a Jew sacrifices himself for the sake of God’s holy 
name, the Exodus from Egypt is aroused, since the purpose of 
that Exodus was “to be a God unto you.” Self-sacrifice means 
accepting upon oneself God’s divinity, and hence the power of 
the Exodus is awakened. It is by that power that one is able to 
perform the sacrificial act. 

It says “in the midst of the children of Israel” to indicate 
that holiness is hidden in the collective body of Israel, since 
“His people is a part [lit.: ‘the portion’] of God” (Deut. 32:9). 
The sages said: “Wherever there are [lit.: ‘In every house of’] 
ten Jews, the divine presence rests.” The use of “house” here 
means “when they are truly one, with a single heart.” “In the 
midst of the children of Israel” refers to the heart, since the 
souls are close and only the bodies prevent their becoming 
one. But an act of self-sacrifice denies the physical self. Then 
the person is truly joined to that collective body of Israel, and 
“T am sanctified.” 

That is why the sages established that the Exodus from 
Egypt should be mentioned in connection with the Shema’. In 
reciting the Shema’ we accept God’s rule and [acknowledge 
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our willingness for] self-sacrifice. Thus we become united and 
are reminded of the Exodus from Egypt. 
3:186 


The glorification of martyrdom, or willingness to give one’s 
life for God’s sake, has a long and unfortunately real history 
in the life of the Jewish people. How was the Sefat Emet to 
know that just forty years after he spoke these words the re- 
ality of forced martyrdom—one that left few, if any, choices— 
was to be the lot of all of his beloved Polish Jewry? 

But mesirut nefesh (self-sacrifice) also has another, more 
mystical meaning. A person who cares not at all about bodily 
existence but only about the presence of God becomes part 
of a “house” in which that presence may dwell. Because that 
person’s ego-self has been set aside, room is made for others; 
such a one is joined into the community that together bears 
God’s presence in this world. 


— 


On the verse: “Bring an ’omer-measure of your first harvest- 
ing unto the priest” (Lev. 23:10), the Midrash quotes the verse: 
“What value is there for man in all his work that he does 
under the sun?” (Eccles. 1:3). The Midrash then mentions that 
there was an attempt to “hide” the Book of Ecclesiastes |i.e., 
to exclude it from the canon due to its “heretical” views]. The 
potential heresy of this particular verse was resolved by Rabbi 
Samuel bar Nahmani, who noted that “his work” does not in- 
clude “the labors of Torah.” 

But it is hard to understand the view that was of concern 
here. The whole meaning of Ecclesiastes is to show the vanity 
of all this world’s doings, so that one be concerned solely with 
Torah and mitsvot. But in truth all that God created was for 
His glory; “the Lord with wisdom established the earth” (Prov. 
3:19}. There is value to all of Creation. This opposes the 
heretical view that claims: “the Lord has abandoned the 
earth” (Ezek. 8:12). | 
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The wisdom hidden within Creation since its beginning can 
be discovered only by the power of Torah, as it is written: “In 
the beginning” (Gen. 1:1), which is interpreted to mean “for 
the sake of Torah, which is elsewhere called “beginning.” By 
the labors of Torah one can raise up this “beginning” that is 
found within nature. This is the “labor”—working to find 
words of Torah everywhere. A Jew must have faith that every- 
thing is Torah, that the power of God’s ten utterances is hid- 
den within nature. Of these, Scripture says: “The utterances of 
the Lord are pure speech, beaten silver” (Ps. 12:7). Just as silver 
is found within the soil and has to be beaten and purified until 
pure silver emerges, so too the words of Torah are to be found 
throughout Creation. “Seek it out like silver; look for it like 
hidden treasure” (Prov. 2:4). 

This is what is truly meant by “redemption” or “free- 
dom”—bringing the precious forth from the ordinary. The Jew- 
ish people are instruments for this. When they came out of 
Egypt, this purification was performed by them for the entire 
world, so that the transformed ten utterances became the Ten 
Commandments. 

Not only did that take place once, but each year on the day 
after [the beginning of] Passover, that “beginning” is again 
raised up by the power of the Exodus from Egypt. Therefore, it 
says: “Bring an ’omer-measure of your first harvesting. . . .” 
That “first” or “beginning” is purified in the ensuing forty- 
nine days until it becomes actual Torah, just as happened at 
the Exodus itself. 

This is the meaning of [the verse:] “I am the Lord your God 
who brought you out of the Land of Egypt” (Ex. 20:2). Note 
this carefully. Each year has its own particular matter [in 
which Torah can be found], until in the future “earth will be 
filled with knowing the Lord” (Is. 11:9). Everything will truly 
be Torah, and all of this because of Israel. That is why Israel 
are called “makers of His word” (Ps. 103:20), and it is taught 
that the righteous cause the world, created by ten utterances, 


to exist. 
3:184f. 
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This is a very important teaching for understanding the posi- 
tion of the Sefat Emet regarding God, world, Torah, and Israel. 
The interpretation of Ecclesiastes 1:3 gives him a chance to © 
state quite clearly the place of Hasidism, as he sees it, among 
three opposing camps. Some say “the Lord has abandoned the 
earth,” meaning that God cares not at all for what humans 
do in this world, whether in Torah or in secular pursuits. This 
would be a deist view, essentially the world-view of the mask- 
ilim, or “enlighteners,” whom Hasidism fought. There may 
indeed be a God, but not the God of revelation or the election 
of Israel. The Jewish people is thus bereft of its divine mission. 
The second view is that God cares only about Torah, defined 
in a narrow way. This would be the view of the mitnaggedim, 
who care only for the “four ells of the law” and see nothing 
broader as the proper domain of Jews. Our task is only to 
study and live the life of Torah. But Hasidism has a third 
view, one that sees Torah everywhere; Torah is the key by 
which the Jew unlocks the hidden secrets of Creation. True 
engagement with Torah as the Sefat Emet, an enlightened ha- 
sidic sage, wants to see it studied means an embrace of all of 
God’s wondrous Creation. This was the very purpose of our 
liberation from Egypt, the beginning of our national existence: 
to seek Torah everywhere. In the ongoing process of seeking 
and finding Torah throughout Creation, we transform God's 
ten creative utterances into commandments, through which 
all humans will be able to enter a deeper and more harmo- 
nious relationship with the created world in which we live. 


BE-HAR 


“The Lord spoke to Moses at Mount Sinai, saying” (Lev. 25:1). 
On the relationship of [this chapter concerning] sabbatical and 
jubilee years to Mount Sinai: 

The Midrash says that the verse “Bless the Lord, O His an- 
gels, powerful heroes who do His word” (Ps. 103:20) refers to 
those who observe the sabbatical year. The rabbis also taught 
that when Israel said “we shall do” before “we shall listen,” 
the blessed Holy One said: “Who revealed to My children that 
secret used by the ministering angels?” 

When the children of Israel received the Torah, they were 
prepared to become like the angels above. After all, lower crea- 
tures are also God’s emissaries; all of us were created for God’s 
glory. The difference is that the angel has nothing else, only 
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the bearing of that message. His whole being is called mal’akh 
[which means both “angel and “messenger”] because of that 
message. His existence is in fact negated before God, since he 
is sustained by the light of divine presence, just as the right- 
eous will be in the future. 

When the children of Israel received the Torah, they were 
ready for this as well. That is why they were sustained by 
manna, “the food that the angels eat.” In fact, “By the sweat of 
your brow shall you eat food” (Gen. 3:19} is a curse that fol- 
lowed sin; before that all Adam ate was from the Garden of 
Eden. This is what Israel were ready for at Mount Sinai. Of 
this, Scripture says: “I said: ‘You are gods’” (Ps. 82:6). 

But even after they sinned [by worshipping the Golden Calf], 
there remain for Israel times when this former power is awak- 
ened. This is true of the Sabbath, when they set aside all other 
tasks and are prepared only to serve their blessed God. That is 
why the Sabbath food is considered holy. In the times when 
there were sabbaticals and jubilees, the whole year was Sab- 
bath-time, as they took no part in planting or harvesting. . . . 

During sabbaticals and jubilees, as on Sabbaths, Israel enjoy 
some of their former enlightenment, from before the sin. That 
is why they rest at these times, to return to their former rung 
that they had attained at Mount Sinai. This is the true free- 
dom of the jubilee, of which it says: “. . . you shall return each 
man unto his possession” (Lev. 25:10), meaning that they 
should be attached to their root. 

That is why those who observe the sabbatical year are called 
God's “ministering angels who do His word’”—they have only 
this task to perform, and they abstain from worldly matters, 
just like the angels. That, too, is why their food comes to 
them in miraculous ways, as is taught in the verse: “But if you 
say, ‘What will we eat in the seventh year? . . .’” (Lev. 25:20). It 
was God’s intent that they not raise this question at all, and 
then they would have been fed miraculously. But because of 
the question, the food had to come about by blessing [of abun- 
dance, rather than by pure miracle]. .. . 


3:195f. 


BE-HAR 203 


The difference between humans and angels lies in the human 
ability to be distracted. We, too, are God’s messengers in this 
world, but we have forgotten our message. The rebbe—or his 
book—is here to remind us. 


On the verse: “But if you say, ‘What will we eat in the seventh 
year? .. .’” (Lev. 25:20), see the comment in the No’am Elim- 
elech {by R. Elimelech of Lezajsk] in the name of his brother. 
He said that because of this question the Everpresent was 
forced “to command the blessing.” 

But what kind of question was it? “What will we eat?” The 
One who gave life will give food! [Should not the Torah as- 
sume Israel would be more trusting?] But then the existence of 
Israel would have depended upon a miracle, and not all gener- 
ations are deserving of miracles. That is what they meant by 
[the verse:] “What will we eat?” The answer was that their 
sustenance would come about by means of “blessing,” and 
blessing is somewhat closer to nature. 

Really, Jews should understand that miracles and nature are 
all one. In fact there is no miracle so great and wondrous as 
nature itself, the greatest wonder we can know. When this 
faith becomes clear to Jews, it is no longer any problem to be 
fed by miracles. Only “if you ask: ‘What will we eat?’ then 
will I ‘command the [partly natural] blessing.’” 

The word nes (miracle) refers to uplifting; this is a way of 
conducting the world that is lifted out of the natural state, es- 
pecially for the children of Israel. The MaHaRaL claimed that 
just as there is a natural order, there is also a miraculous order, 
one set aside for Israel. 

In fact, the generations for whom miracles were performed 
were those when faith was firmly established; nature and mir- 
acle were all the same to them. That is why God performed 


miracles for them. 
3:190 
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This passage offers a glimpse into a very interesting theology 
of the relationship between the natural and the supernatural. 
The only ones for whom God provides miracles are those who 
don’t notice them as such, those whose faith is so great that 
for them nature and miracle are all one. For the rest of us, 
God does not perform miracles, presumably because we do 
not deserve them, lacking the faith to take them in our stride. 
But the upshot is that there are no miracles encountered by 
their recipients as such. “Miracles” stand out only afterward; 
the miracle is named as such by a lesser generation. Those of 
greater faith know such happenings simply as part of the nat- 
ural/divine whole, a way of being that cannot be divided into 
“natural” and “supernatural” realms. 


— 


“When you come into the land which I give to you, the land 
shall have a Sabbath-rest for the Lord” (Lev. 25:2). God gave - 
us the Land of Israel to show that the entire earth belongs to 
Him. Thus the Midrash teaches that God gave ownership of 
the earth to Abraham, who turned and gave it back to Him. 
This is the meaning of the sabbatical year: The land is being 
given to Israel anew; each sabbatical renews that gift. Thus 
it has been taught regarding the verse: “And may God give 
you...” (Gen. 27:28)—may He give and give again! Indeed 
“which I give” is in the present tense. 

Israel are prepared to receive that gift. “You are strangers 
[gerim also comes to mean ‘converts’] and sojourners with Me” 
(Lev. 25:23). This is in Israel’s praise, for they are such gerim as 
to make clear that the earth is the Lord’s; they forever hold fast 
to the power of that giving. This may explain the verse: “You 
made a covenant with him [Abraham] to give the land of the 
Canaanite, the Hittite, the Amorite, the Perrizite, the Jebusite, 
and the Girgashite, to give to his seed .. .” (Neh. 9:8). Why does 
it say “to give” twice? So that they be attached always to that 
act of giving. “May He give and give again.” For in every sab- 
batical “the land rests [ve-shavetah/and ‘returns’] to the Lord.” 
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This is similar to what the Or ha-Hayyim [R. Hayyim ibn 
Attar] has taught on “Heaven and Earth were completed”— 
that on each Sabbath new life is given to the Creation. Have 
a look there. That which is true of the [weekly] Creation- 
Sabbath applies also to the sabbatical year. 

3:196 


This teaching is a play on the similarity of two Hebrew roots: 
shin-bet-tav, meaning “rest” and shin-vav-bet, meaning “re- 
turn.” Because of the conjugation patterns of Hebrew verbs, 
the forms of the two take on similar appearance. Thus our au- 
thor interprets the ve-shavetah of Lev. 25:2 to mean that in 
resting, the land also returns to its primal divine ownership. 

The similarity of verbs may or may not be coincidental. 
Some would claim that there is no coincidence in the Torah’s 
language. But in any case the idea is basic to our vision of the 
Sabbath and is parallel to the understanding of meditation 
or other forms of inner rest in many traditions. Stillness, or 
inner rest, returns us to our source. 


= 4 


The Midrash quotes the verse: “Death and life are in the hands 
of the tongue” (Prov. 18:21). It goes on to quote Ben Sira, who 
told of one who found a glowing ember and blew on it, light- 
ing up a flame. Then he spat on it and it was extinguished. 

This ember is to be found everywhere; it is the spark of 
Torah, which is called fire. The word gahelet (ember) is nu- 
merically equivalent to emet (truth). “Truth” refers only to 
Torah, by which everything was created. Thus the ember is to 
be found everywhere, in every thing. 

The Jew is capable of fulfilling the potential of this spark. 
Of this it is written: “He blew the breath of life into his nos- 
trils, and man became a living soul” (Gen. 2:7). “Living soul” 
is rendered by the Targum as “a speaking spirit.” We have the 
power in our mouths to awaken the life that lies everywhere. 
That is why “If you walk in My ways” (Lev. 26:3) is read as 
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“working at Torah.” This means [making] a real effort to find 
words of Torah everywhere, [to seek out] the stamp and im- 
print of Torah that is to be found in every place. The Midrash 
refers to “the imprint in which I formed [sun and] moon.” 
Time itself has been given to Israel, who declare times to be 
sacred. The same is true of sabbaticals and jubilees, for it says: 
“Count for yourself” (Lev. 25:8). It is the court that declares a 
year to be a sabbatical or a jubilee. 

This power was given to Israel when they received the 
Torah; that is why [the account of the sabbatical] says: “at 
Mount Sinai.” “The power of the tongue” refers to Israel, who 
were given the holy tongue. Originally all humans had a single 
language, but at the generation of division [the Tower of Babel] 
tongues became confused. The holy tongue was later given 
specifically to Israel when they received the Torah. 

3:200 


This teaching combines interpretation of Be-har and Be- 
Hukkotay, which are often read together. It contains a very - 
radical expression of the notion that Torah is to be found and 
sought everywhere. This view should certainly encourage re- 
ligiously seeking Jews to engage in the sciences and in all 
other branches of knowledge, ever hoping to expand the realm 
in which sparks of divinity are to be found and uplifted. It 
seems hard to understand how contemporary Hasidism’s dis- 
dain for and fear of “secular” learning could be derived from 
the teachings of one of such broad vision as the Sefat Emet. 
Warsaw of 1900 may have been a more open place for the 
Hasid than Brooklyn or Jerusalem a century later. 

But this teaching is also a hard one for the contemporary 
reader. For Adam’s “breath of life” to refer to a power of sa- 
cred speech that belongs to Jews alone shows the narrow and 
overly exclusivist side of the older hasidic tradition. In the 
author’s own spirit, the postmodern reader here has to liber- 
ate the spark and expand the “everywhere” in which the pres- 
ence of God can be found. This surely includes all tongues, 
each of them derived from the original holy speech of Adam, . 
and each capable of being spoken in purity and holiness. Per- 
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haps Hebrew had to become a “secular” as well as a sacred 
vehicle in our day in order for us to understand that “holy 
tongue” means something more than a specific language. He- 
brew surely retains that place of holiness for us as Jews, but 
we can also recognize holiness in speech elsewhere when we 
encounter it. 
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BE-HUKKOTAY 


“If you follow My laws” (Lev. 26:3). RaSHI follows the 
Midrash in understanding this as making an effort at Torah 
study. To put effort into Torah means to follow His laws. This 
[includes] even one who does not understand, but still expends 
effort on study because he takes pleasure in contemplating 
God’s word even without getting at the meaning of it. In fact, 
the Torah is “hidden from the eyes of all the living” (Job 
28:21), and one should study it even while recognizing that 
less than one part in a thousand of it can be grasped. A person 
who “learns” this way partakes in the root of Torah. 

Thus the MaHaRaL noted that the blessing says “to occupy 
ourselves with words of Torah.” Even one who doesn’t under- 
stand may still be occupied with matters of Torah. The holy 
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Zohar, too, always refers to “making an effort at Torah.” The 
Talmud in Tractate Nedarim reads “they did not follow it” 
(Jer. 9:12) to mean: “they did not recite the blessing before 
study of Torah.” The meaning is simple: once people have 
tasted the meanings of Torah, who would be fool enough to 
deny blessing God for that great joy and pleasure? But the 
point is that one blesses beforehand, before understanding, 
when one only desires to contemplate holy words, the words 
of the living God. 

The next verse continues: “[If you follow My laws and ob- 
serve My commandments,] I will give you your rains in their 
seasons.” Even though the sages taught that there is no reward 
in this world for fulfilling the commandments, that is true 
only rationally and from our human point of view. But in fact, 
God has made the law of the entire universe depend upon 
Torah. Since it is taught that the world was created through 
Torah, the connection between world and Torah is higher than 
the rational mind [can reach]. But a person who transcends his 
own self, truly “following His laws,” is given sustenance by 
Torah in this world as well. 

3:210 


The problems raised in this teaching show the very rich and 
complex texture of a Jewish religious consciousness that holds 
fast to many elements at once. The Torah text obviously talks 
of concrete, this-worldly reward for fulfilling the command- 
ments: the rain will fall, crops will be abundant. But the rab- 
bis, writing in a much later era, one when the sufferings of 
the righteous in this world were all too apparent, taught that 
reward belongs only to the world to come and is not to be 
found in present reality. But this claim of theirs seems to con- 
flict with another rabbinic belief: that all the world was cre- 
ated in accordance with Torah. How then can there not be 
reward in this world? 

The hasidic preacher resolves the conflict by positing a 
multilayered understanding of reality. For the one who ratio- 
nalizes his religion, counting up the good deeds performed 
and seeking appropriate payment, there is indeed no reward 
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to be had in this world. The reward is more subtle and cannot 
be seen by such a mind. Who is the one who perceives this 
reward! The person who lives by faith, seeking always, even 
without understanding, to do nothing other than to “follow 
His laws.” Such a person partakes of Torah at its root, where 
the deep connection between divine teaching and divine Cre- 
ation lies whole and unchallenged. 


=—2 


The Midrash quotes the verse: “I considered my ways; I re- 
turned my steps [lit.: ‘feet’] to Your testimonies” (Ps. 119:59). 
It comments: “David said, ‘Master of the Universe! Every day 
I consider going to such-and-such place, to such-and-such 
dwelling, and yet my feet bring me to synagogues and houses 
of study.’” “A man’s steps are from God and He desires his 
way” (Ps. 37:23). 

Each Jew has certain particular paths to walk. One who 
serves God, longing always to find those paths that are unique 
to him, will be led by God in a true way. The Midrash says 
that “my feet bring me”—because he would “consider” and 
long each day to find the way of God. 

This is the meaning of “If you follow My laws”: it is within 
a person’s power to see the ways and patterns that God has in- 
scribed into the human soul. The Midrash says that laws are 
called hukkim (lit.: “inscriptions, engravings”) because they 
are carved within us to stand out against the evil urge. Just as 
a person may feel his soul drawn to the temptations of that 
urge, that soul even more clearly contains ways and paths that 
distinctly lead to God. These are imprinted or engraved upon 
the human soul. But to bring these to fulfillment requires di- 
vine help, [aroused by] human desire and struggle at Torah. 
Thus it says: “If one says to you, ‘I have struggled and found,’ 
believe it.” 

“T considered my ways’”—in the plural. David was always 
considering those paths that were uniquely his. And because 
he thought so much about it, he was helped from heaven. 
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“T returned my steps”—this refers to the restoration of one’s 
[human] nature and habits [rege] can also mean “habit”, to 
bring the light of wisdom and awareness into them. Just as the 
sages have taught that “thoughts of sin can be worse than 
sin,” we need to learn that thoughts of mitsvah can be more 
pleasing than the mitsvah itself. The soul is redeemed through 
much longing and desire to serve the blessed Creator. 

3:208f. 


Typically hasidic is the concern here for intent and desire. 
David the psalmist, transformed once by the Midrash into 
one who always found himself, even unwittingly, walking 
into synagogues and houses of study (neither of which existed 
in the historical David’s day, of course!), is here transformed 
yet again, into one who thinks of nothing other than how to 
find his own unique ways to God. It is by knowing our own 
heart, by learning to read God’s word as it is inscribed upon 
our soul, that we find our way to Him. 


=s 


[Another comment on the same Midrash:] 

Scripture says: “The Lord made all for His own sake” (Prov. 
16:4). The sages read this to mean: “as testimony to Him, to 
bear His witness.” This witnessing is the duty of every Jew, 
as it says: “You are My witnesses” (Is. 43:10). Therefore, we 
have to find this testimony everywhere and in each thing. 

This is what David meant: he was proud that in every 
thought he considered all day long he would find some wit- 
ness to God. In the Talmud at the end of Tractate Berakhot, it 
says: “What is a short passage upon which depend all the 
weighty teachings of Torah? ‘Know Him in all your ways’” 
(Prov. 3:6]. That means finding this testimony in all things. 

But what is the matter of [David's feet bringing him to] syn- 
agogues and houses of study? It is said that “His greatness and 
goodness fill the world.” “His greatness” refers to Creation, 
which took place through His ten utterances. “His “goodness” 
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refers to Torah or the Ten Commandments. These “fill the 
world”—there is no place and no thing where the power of the 
ten utterances and Ten Commandments is not found. A Jew 
has to make this clear, to find the Torah-light in every place. 

All the events and thoughts that occur to a person are for 
this purpose, to make his witnessing more clear. They are like 
the questioning, investigation, and cross-examination that a 
witness has to undergo in order that the testimony be clarified. 

Just as the Sabbath is called a witness, in which the good of 
all the six weekdays is purified and uplifted, so are Israel called 
witnesses, purifying and raising up all the good from this mix- 
ture [in which we live]. That is why it says: “You are my 
witnesses.” 

3:213 


The most dramatic part of this interpretation of the Midrash 
is left unspoken. What does it mean that David's feet always 
took him to synagogues and houses of study? Everywhere his 
feet took him was a house of prayer or study! Nature itself, 
filled with God’s greatness and goodness, is the universal syn- 
agogue, the place where God’s glory is spoken. Anywhere he 
went was a house of study, a place where he could learn of 
and bear witness yet again to the goodness of God! Such 
“synagogues and houses of study” did indeed exist in the 
time of King David, as they have in all ages, and it is precisely 
these places of prayer and learning of God that the psalmist 
knew like none other. 

The hasidic master has worked his way through the medi- 
ating tradition of the rabbis and has come out with a call for 
an essentially unmediated encounter with the divine in each 
moment and in every place, a call not unlike those of a voice 
often heard in the ancient Psalter. 


a 4 


“Your threshing shall overtake the vintage, and your vintage 
shall overtake the sowing” (Lev. 26:5). It is written: “Light is 
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sown for the righteous” (Ps. 97:11). This is the light of Torah 
that a person takes into his heart and it bears fruit. Then he 
has to purify his deeds, so that they be without anything rot- 
ten. If he purifies sufficiently, he will receive another dose of 
light, and onward forever. This is the meaning of [the verse:] 
“Your threshing shall overtake the vintage.” This is the [on- 
going process of] purification. 
3:205 


Insight inspires you to deed; deed becomes the locus of new 
insight. Midrash and ma’aseh. Halakhah and aggadah. The 
yin and yang of Judaism. 


== 5 


“{I am the Lord your God . .. ] who made you walk erect” (Lev. 
26:13). RaSHI follows the Midrash in interpreting the word 
komemiyyut this way. But did the sages not teach that itis . 
forbidden to walk erect, [a sign of excessive pride]? When re- 
demption comes about, as it will in the future, people will be 
able to have devotion to God even with an erect posture. That 
is the way humans were created, after all. Only in this world, 
because of its vanities, do we have to bend and be quite bowed 
over in order to have the proper awe. 

This too is spoken of in the Midrash. Where it says: “I will 
walk in your midst” (vs. 12), the Midrash adds “and you will 
not be shaken.” Might this mean that you will have no fear of 
God? No, because Scripture says: “I am the Lord your God.” 
This means that they will be able to accept the yoke of God's 
rule just as they are, without having to transform or humble 
themselves excessively. This is the promise—that they will be 
able to walk erect. 


3:205f. 


A surprisingly “Nietzschean” insight for the hasidic master: 
the problem with this world is that we have to bend our — 
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backs to receive God’s yoke. Redemption will be a time when 
we can continue serving God, but do so tall and proud. 

No wonder that the Sefat Emet has been read and studied 
far beyond the bounds of the ultra-Orthodox community. The 
religious kibbutz movement (or even the so-called “secular”) 
could derive much nourishment from a passage such as this. 
In a society that truly overcomes materialism and competi- 
tiveness, the mix of pride and devotion may look different 
than it does in this materialistic and self-aggrandizing world 
where most of us still live. 
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BE-MIDBAK 


Rabbi Meir says: “Whoever studies Torah for its own sake 
merits many things.” The obvious meaning of “for its own 
sake” is “in order to do it.” This is the meaning of the word 
“Torah” or “teaching”—it teaches a person what to do. The 
real effort in Torah is that of negating your own mind and 
opinion in order to understand the will of God and the opinion 
of Torah. 

The Midrash likens Torah to a wilderness: it has to be as 
ownerless as wilderness. Scripture says: “From the wilderness 
to Mattanah” (Num. 21:18), which can be read as: “From 
wilderness, a gift.” The Midrash tells of a prince who entered 
one city after another only to see the populace flee before him, 
until he came to [a] ruined city, where he was greeted with 
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praise. Said the prince: “This is the best of all the cities. Here 
I will set my throne.” 

The word midbar (wilderness) comes from a root meaning 
“to lead” or “rule.” The midbar is one who submits to that 
rule, the person who negates his own self, realizing that he has 
no power to act without the life-flow of God. This is the dif- 
ference between the populace of the various cities. Those who 
fled also feared the prince, but they retained power to act on 
their own. The nations of the world also revere the Lord as 
“God of gods.” But Israel are like a midbar; they have no 
power or leadership at all on their own. 

Thus we are told that fear of heaven applies “in the open 
and in secret.” “In the open” means to know that God over- 
sees all things; this brings you to a state of awe. But “in se- 
cret” means that the fear of God attaches itself to a person’s 
very life-force so that he can do nothing, not even make a sim- 
ple movement, without remembering that it takes place 
through the power of God and that he himself is as but an axe 
in the hand of the one who chops with it. 

Such is the study of Torah: to negate yourself before the 
way that Torah leads you, so that every deed be only to fulfill 
God’s will and desire. Since it was by Torah that God created 
the world, you can cleave to God in every deed you do 
through the power of Torah. You do that by self-negation, by 
submitting in every act to the inner life-force, which is the 
life of God, by means of the letters of Torah that lie within 
the deed. 

This the meaning of “for its own sake.” All creatures were 
made for His glory . . . the glory of God’s blessed name. 


4:2 


The discovery of God comes about through self-negation and 
submission. When we accept that we ourselves are utterly 
without power, even to make the smallest movement, we 
open ourselves to feeling and receiving the power of God. The 
nations call upon God as well, to be sure, but they are not 
able utterly to negate themselves before God's glory. 
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The hasidic master sees a sign of this self-negation in the 
utter powerlessness of the Jewish people in this world; Jewish 
powerlessness is an indication of our closeness to God. We 
wonder what he would say today, when we Jews, having had 
quite enough of powerlessness, have become significant play- 
ers in the game of power. Are we, too, now like the “nations” 
in his teaching: Can we again make ourselves like a midbar, 
ready to respond to God alone? Or do we have too much to 
lose this time 


ee 


[On the same Mishnah]: What is the meaning of “for its own 
sake?” For we realize that no one knows the worth of Torah. 

The Torah that lies before us is the garb of Torah. It is by 
means of study that we arouse the force that lies within it. 
That is the real power of Israel: to awaken the root of Torah. 
For the same is true of the human soul; the nefesh is but the 
garb of the neshamah that lies within it. And that neshamah, 
or deeper soul, is a part of God above. 

The Midrash refers to this counting of the children of Is- 
rael as being “like the scribe’s count.” Just as the Torah has 
words and letters that are subject to counting but its root is 
high above, beyond all count, so, too, are the souls of Israel 
countable in this world, while in their root they are beyond 
all number. Thus the holy books say that the 600,000 Jews 
[who came out of Egypt] are parallel to 600,000 letters in the 
Torah. 

One who studies Torah for its own sake merits all the good 
qualities listed in the Mishnah, since all of these are found in 
the root of Israel’s soul. Study of Torah brings them out into 
the open. “She sounds her voice forth in the open places” 
(Prov. 1:20). Through our struggle, the inner Torah spreads 
through the Torah-garb; outer and inner become one. This is 
the meaning of “for its own sake....” 


4:6 
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Torah is an outer vehicle through which to express the quali- 
ties of goodness that lie within our own souls. 

How right you are, Master, in seeing Torah as “garb” and 
as outer instrument. That is the hasidic spirit within you, 
ever reminding you that the “real thing” is something deeper, 
that which lies within each soul. The soul is holy and Torah is 
holy teaching, a mirror held up to allow the soul to uncover 
the great depths that lie within. 

How close you seem, and yet how far, from realizing the 
next step: the acceptance that these qualities are the root of 
every soul, not just that of the Jew. Each tradition will have 
its own instruments, parallel to Torah, that will allow those 
powers of the soul to be discovered, expressed, and shared. 
The limitless God cannot have but one covenant with one 
people. It is only we, living wholly within that one, who can 
see no other. 


3 


On the matter of counting “by heads” (Num. 1:2). Scripture 
says: “There is no counting [or ‘telling’] His understanding” 
(Ps. 147:5). The holy Zohar says on the verse “Her husband is 
known in the gates” (Prov. 31:23) that the word “gates” 
(she’arim) refers to imaginings of the heart. Each and every 
Jew has a particular knowledge of God's greatness, according 
to that person’s own rung. It can be shared with no other. This 
is what the Mishnah teaches: “. . . showing the greatness of 
God, for each person was stamped out in the stamp of Adam, 
yet no two faces are alike.” Rabbi Pinhas of Korzec adds that 
because “the difference is in minds, not only in faces,” each 
of us becomes excited by a different quality or aspect [of reli- 
gious life]. This is the meaning of [the verse:] “There is no 
counting His understanding” [referring to the many ways of 
understanding God]. 

In this count each of us was given that mind and those ca- 
pacities appropriate to us. That is the meaning of “by their 
heads” as well as “according to their fathers’ houses.” The pa- 
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triarchs contained all their children’s minds, but in a general 

way. Afterwards each mind was formed individually. Of this 

the Midrash quotes: “I raise my mind from afar” (Job 36:3). 
4:14 


Here is a lesson we still have to learn, and one we teachers 
especially need to recite again every day. Each person has 
been given a unique understanding of God, one that can be 
fathomed by no other. Our job as teachers is to awaken that 
individual to his or her own inner understanding, not to con- 
vince the person of the truth of our own. How hard it is to 
learn this lesson—but how rich the reward when we do! 

Once again, the contemporary reader wants to push the 
Sefat Emet. To whom does this beautifully open teaching 
apply? Only to Jews: Surely not—it goes right back to Adam! 
Here there is no escape from the universalist inner logic of 
the Mishnah itself! Every person, man or woman, Jew or gen- 
tile from any of the many tribes of humanity, has a unique 
capacity to know God, before which all others can only stand 
in awe. 
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My grandfather taught that the mitsvah of teshuvah is based 
on the verse: “They will confess their sin” (Num. 5:7). But this 
verse is written in connection with theft. Every transgression, 
he taught, is a sort of theft. One who restores everything to 
God, the source of life, recognizes God’s mastery over all Cre- 


ation. Such a person surely will be free from sin. 
4:54 


What is sin, after all, but a separating of persons or things 
from their source in God? Here R. Yitzhak Meir was being 
faithful to kabbalistic tradition: the root of all sin is separa- 
tion; the core of all good is union with the Source. 
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“May the Lord lift His face up to you” (Num. 6:26). 

The Midrash quotes [a seemingly contradictory verse]: “He 
will not lift up His face” (Deut. 10:17), and reconciles them by 
saying that one applies when Israel do God's will and the other 
when they do not. But... when one is doing God’s will, what 
need is there for God to “lift His face” [to show favor, since the 
blessing is earned by the deed]? The point is that the blessed 
Holy One accepts our little bit of service as though it were 
much. This is what the Midrash means when it says: “As they 
lift their faces toward Me, so will I lift My face toward them.” 
Just as the person rejoices in a good deed and is glad to have 
done God’s will, whether great or small, so does the Creator ac- 
cept this offering with a smile. [God knows that] this is a sign of 
the person’s inwardness, from where the joy comes forth. 

This is the meaning of “and may He give you peace.” 
Shalom or shelemut, wholeness, is the inner point of truth. _ 
Within even the smallest bit of light, all is there. That's why 
God is called Shalom, for God is the wholeness of all. And 
when Israel have this wholeness, even a tiny point is consid- 
ered a lot. 


4:55 


The spirit of this truly hasidic teaching is diametrically op- 
posed to the notion of God as cosmic accountant, maintain- 
ing a balance sheet of our good deeds and transgressions. A 
single mitsvah done in joy contains God—all of God, for God 
cannot be divided!—within it, and may give us all the whole- 
ness we need. The seeming smallness of the deed or the mo- 


ment is no obstacle to its containing the infinite fullness of 
God's presence. 


=— 


“To the sons of Kehath he did not give any, because the divine - 
service was upon them; they raised it up upon their shoulders” 
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(Num. 7:9). The Midrash here speaks of song, linking this 
verse to “raise up a song and offer a drum, a sweet harp and a 
lyre” (Ps. 81:3). But what has song to do with raising things up 
on one’s shoulder? 

This can only be understood by recalling the verse: “The 
cows went straight (va-yiSHARnah) along the way” (1 Sam. 
6:12), which is interpreted to mean that the cows sang 
(SHARu) [as they carried the Ark to Jerusalem]. Because they 
were carrying the Ark, they were given the awareness to sing. 
Thus the Zohar says: “It was the Ark on their backs that en- 
abled them to sing.” 

The same is true of the Levites! It is the fact that they carry 
the Ark on their shoulders that gives them the power to lift 
their voices in song. This is true also of every person who 
serves God. True service fills a person with light and joy. 

Of this Scripture says: “This people I created; they will tell 
My praise” (Is. 43:21). True worship consists of Torah and 
mitsvot; these of their own accord fill a person’s mouth with 
song and exultation. And this in itself serves as testimony; 
truth is its own witness. The worshipper comes to understand 
that his soul is in fact joined to the true root, and his soul re- 
joices. This in itself bears witness to the Creator. 

The same is true of all our prayers and songs. First, mitsvot 
need to be done as deeds, and then the mouth can speak. 

4:57 


The religious life is not meant to be a weighty burden, but 
one that helps us to feel the lightness and joy of knowing 
God’s presence. The Levite who carries the ark on his shoul- 
der is also—or is therefore—the one who sings! What a great 
message, and a typically hasidic one: life in God’s service is a 
life of happiness and fulfillment. Like those privileged cows 
who merited carrying the Ark of the Lord on their backs, the 
service of God should so fill us with joy that we cannot keep 
from breaking into song. 
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“Facing the front of the lampstand shall the seven lamps cast 
their light. Aaron did so; he mounted the lamps to face the 
front of the lampstand” (Num. 8:2-3). What does Scripture 
mean by “facing” the front of the lampstand? And what praise 


is it for Aaron that he did not change what he was told to do?" 


And why does it say that the seven lamps faced the lamp- 
stand? Was it not in fact six that faced the central lamp? 

We can understand this according to a parable taught in the 
Midrash. A king asked his loving subject to prepare a meal for 
him. [The subject] did so gladly, but all in his own ordinary 
vessels. When the king arrived, accompanied by all his retinue 
and finery, the subject became embarrassed, and put all his 
own things away. When the king asked where the meal was 
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that he had prepared, the loving subject had to admit that he 
had been ashamed. But the king immediately insisted that all 
the royal finery be set aside and that they use only that which 
this devoted subject had prepared for him. 

We see from this story that it was proper for the subject to 
prepare the meal as he did, even though he saw all the king’s 
fancy vessels. Despite everything the king already had, the 
subject had to do his bit. For the sake of his shame alone, the 
king insisted that all the finery be hidden away. 

But why, indeed, should the king’s glory be lessened? This is 
what Scripture refers to when it speaks of the “seven lamps 
facing the front of the lampstand.” The blessed Holy One 
should not have to hide His own upper light. The only reason 
God's glory and holiness are hidden in this world is for the 
sake of humans’ service. Were the glory to be revealed, all our 
attempts at worship would be seen as mere efforts of flesh and 
blood, and they would be cast aside. 

The tsaddik is one who can go ahead with his own service 
even though he sees God’s glory. Everything in the upper ~ 
worlds may be shown to such a one who is prepared for it, 
since the only reason for its hiding is so as not to “shame” our 
worship. 

This is the meaning of “facing the front of the lampstand’”— 
even if you see all those lights from above, you should not be 
ashamed, but go right on and do that which is yours. This is 
what Aaron did; he did not change anything. There was thus 
no need for change or hiding. This indeed is worthy of great 
praise. 

This is the way it will be in the times to come. On the verse 
“T will walk in your midst” (Lev. 26:12) the sages say that 
“you will not be shaken [by My presence].” A person will no 
longer have to stand at a distance, out of awe. Then we will 
be like the angels, of whom it is said: “I will cause you to walk 
among those standing ones” (Zech. 3:7). The angels can stand 
right there and minister to God, even though God is highly 
exalted over the angels, just as God is far above earthly crea- 
tures. The Creator is so very exalted that from God’s perspec- . 
tive there is no difference in rang between humans and angels. 
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But the angel is whole enough to stand still and do what is 
commanded, even while seeing and grasping the exaltedness 
of God.... 

4:71 


Hasidism follows in old rabbinic tradition by insisting that 
God loves the simple worship of ordinary human beings. 
While we are supposed to be in awe of God, we should not be 
so overawed that we become incapable of bringing our simple 
gifts, the offerings of our heart, since it is these that God most 
desires. 

But there is more here as well. We could be like angels, if 
only we weren’t so insecure about the adequacy of our gifts. 
The angel and the tsaddik are just like the rest of us—except 
that they have learned to stand still, to be at peace in the 
knowledge that God accepts their offerings in love. 


= 2 


“Take the Levites from among the Israelites” (Num. 8:6). The 
Midrash asks: “How many strings were in the lyres that the 
Levites played?” It answers that there were seven strings, but 
that when Messiah comes there will be eight and, in the final 
future, ten, as Scripture says: “I will sing to You on a ten- 
stringed harp” (Ps. 144:9). 

Music requires time. That is why each day has its own 
unique song. The renewal of each day brings forth a new song. 
The sun sings a song as it shines forth, as our sages said on the 
verse: “O sun, be still in Gibeon” (Josh. 10:12). Each day has 
its own unique light. Thus the ARI taught: no day is exactly 
like another, since the creation of the world. 

Now the Levites seem to belong especially to the realm of 
time. There are three dimensions: space, time, and person. 
Every person—and the whole of Israel even more—has to re- 
deem space and time in a way particular to the transformation 
of that particular soul. The people of Israel transform space by 
the power of the Land of Israel; that is why the land was 
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divided among them. But the tribe of Levi was given no por- 
tion, for it is their task to redeem time [rather than territory]. 
That is why Levites become disqualified for their service by 
years [i.e., when they reach fifty years of age] and not by blem- 
ishes. Thus the Mishnah says: “One who might be fit among 
the priests [an unblemished man over fifty] is disqualified 
among the Levites.” 

The priest belongs to the realm of person, and that is why he 
must be without blemish. But years do not disqualify the 
priest. 

Thus song belongs to the realm of time. In messianic days 
and in the future to come, time will be changed, and music 
will be changed as well. The same is already true on the Sab- 
bath, which is a foretaste of the world to come. That is why 
we say: “A song to the Sabbath day . . . on the ten-stringed lyre 
and the harp” (Ps. 92:1-4). The Sabbath is the Song of Songs, 
for it is made up of all the songs of the workday week. 

4:81f. 


This is one of the many Sefat Emet teachings on the three 
realms of holiness: time, space, and person. Each Jew, he 
would say, contains all three classes represented by our an- 
cient people: kohen, levi, and yisra’el. The kohen (priest) rep- 
resents sacred person; he, like the sacrifice he offers, must be 
without blemish, for holiness resides in his own person. The 
Levite embodies sacred time, the sound of his song in mea- 
sured beats marking the passage of minutes and hours. As 
such he represents Shabbat, or the cycle of time that brings 
weekday to Sabbath. Shabbat is also the Song of Songs, rep- 
resenting the way time will be transformed in the world to 
come. The tribes of Israel are those who inherit the land: they 
are to invest it with holiness by the love with which they sow 
and reap, finding the divine presence in the very soil on which 
they live. 

All three of these live in the heart of every Jew (we would 
say “of every person”), and we need to seek out the holy in 
each of these three dimensions. 
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In the Midrash: “The Lord desires to justify [Israel]; therefore 
He has magnified and glorified Torah” (Is. 42:21), and also: “For 
the commandment is a lamp and Torah is light” (Prov. 6:23). 
For the light of Torah is beyond human grasp. We cannot cleave 
to that light except by means of the commandments. These are 
vessels that prepare our own limbs and sinews to become ves- 
sels themselves in which Torah-light can be contained, 

Moses our Teacher belongs to the category of “Torah is 
light.” But Aaron is [in the category] “the commandment is a 
lamp,” referring to the deed. Therefore, at the end of the pre- 
ceding parashah it says that Moses “heard the voice bespeak 
itself to him, and it spoke to him” (Num. 7:89). This leaves 
out Aaron; Moses [alone] cleaves to the very essence of Torah. 
That is immediately followed by this section on [Aaron and] 
the lamps, which teaches how to cleave to Torah by means of 
transforming the externals, through the mitsvot. 

That is why this portion will end with the distinction be- 
tween Moses [and all other prophets, including Aaron and 
Miriam]. “If there be a prophet among you, I make Myself 
known to that one in a vision” (Num. 12:6). Be-mar’eh, “in a 
vision,” numerically equals 248, [the number of positive com- 
mandments in the Torah and limbs in the body]. It is through 
the 248 commandments that [I am revealed]. But of Moses it 
says: “Mouth to mouth I speak with him” (vs. 8). 

We learn that on the holy Sabbath Moses restores to Israel 
the crowns they were given when they said “we shall do” be- 
fore “we shall listen.” For upon receiving the Torah, all of Is- 
rael cleaved to that very essence of Torah itself, just like 
Moses. That is why all 613 commandments are included in 
the Ten Commandments, which are the very essence of 
Torah’s light: “I am the Lord your God” is the entire Torah. 

Only after we fell from this rung, Torah light came to us by 
means of the 613 commandments. This is [the meaning of| 
“The Lord desires to justify [Israel]; therefore He has magni- 
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fied and glorified Torah.” But on the Sabbath we have an 
“extra” soul; this is a light that comes from that essence of 
Torah, higher than its garbing in the 613 commandments. 
That is why it is called “extra,” because it cannot be con- 
tained within the body. The weekday soul is indeed garbed in 
[the category] “the commandments are a lamp.” But on the 
holy Sabbath we have something higher, a light that comes 
from the giving of Torah. That is why Torah was given on 
Shabbat: so that it be always clearly known to God that on 
Shabbat Israel remain forever on this rung. 
4:82f. 


Here we see that the most radical of ancient mystical ideas 
survives in the teachings of one who sometimes appears to be 
a cautious or conservative teacher. The higher Torah, that 
originally given to Moses on Sinai, was one of pure light. It 
was nothing other than God’s own self that God gave. This 
intimate gift was given “mouth to mouth,” a revelation that 
was nothing other than the divine kiss, all of Torah contained 
in the moment when Israel understands “I am the Lord your 
God.” 

The Torah as we have it is that of commandments, specific 
“lamps” that can contain the infinite divine light. This is the 
way of service, the gift of Aaron, who understands that we 
need specific forms or vessels. Our weekday service is that of 
seeking out the holy in the ordinary, and it is these lamps, or 
sacred forms, that light our way. But on Shabbat the original 
“crowns,” the higher mental powers of that first moment of 
insight, are restored to us, and we should be able to catch a 
glimpse of that light which remains undiminished, just as it 
was in that first moment of revealed glory. 


SHELAH 


In the Midrash: “Nothing is beloved before God like an emis- 
sary sent to do a mitsvah who risks his life for the misson to 
succeed.” You know that my grandfather and teacher said that 
we are all emissaries to do mitsvot; we were sent into this 
world by God in order to fulfill His commandments. Surely it 
would have been impossible for God’s holiness to be drawn 
into this world, if not for Israel’s service. For that reason Israel 
are enabled to remain holy in this world by means of the com- 
mandments. “Send Your light and Your truth and they shall 
lead me” (Ps. 43:3). 

Holiness is present in everything, as it says: “Your kingdom 
is a kingdom of all the worlds” (Ps. 145:13). Thus everything 
that happens is the supreme will, but that is hidden in this 
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world. The commandments are called “candles,” shining 
light, by the power of Torah, onto every deed. There is no deed 
that does not contain some mitsvah. But before doing any- 
thing, you have to offer up your soul as an emissary, gather- 
ing together all of your own desires in order to negate them, so 
that you can fulfill only the will of God. This is how to suc- 
ceed in your mission, to do the mitsvah properly. Even in 
doing corporeal things, if you concentrate on keeping it clear 
that your only desire is to do God’s will, you can be saved 
[from the power of desire.] . . . 
4:87f. 


Here we see the broadened hasidic view of the command- 
ments stripped down to its essential meaning. The com- 
mandments are not only the 613 enumerated by the rabbis. 
These extend forth into all of life, until there is nothing one 
does that does not contain some mitsvah. But everything we 
do should be only to fulfill the will of God—which is itself 
the basis of all the commandments. So the religious life de- - 
volves down to a single principle: negate your will before that 
of God, and do all you do only for the sake of heaven. 


— 2 


“If the Lord desires us, He will bring us into this land and give 
it tous” (Num. 14:8). 

The spies surely felt that they were not ready to enter the 
Land of Israel. “There is a time for everything, a season for 
every desire beneath the heavens” (Eccles. 3:1). They would 
not be ready until forty years had passed. 

But this refers only to desires “beneath the heavens.” Surely 
the generation of the wilderness, that of Moses, were “above 
the heavens” in all their paths. This is what the sages pointed 
to in [Joshua and Caleb’s words] “Let us surely go up” (Num. 
13:30), which they took to mean: “Even if [Moses] said to us: 
‘Make ladders to go up to heaven!’ would we not listen to 
him?” This is as we have said, that only in a natural way were © 
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they incapable of going up [to the land]. That is why Scripture 
seems to say: “Send yourself!” (Num. 13:1). Had they suc- 
ceeded in their mission, entering the land in a way that is 
above both time and nature, Moses himself could have entered 
with them. 

The same is true of the final redemption. Scripture says: “At 
its time I will hurry it” (Is. 60:22), which we understand to 
mean: “If they merit, ‘I will hurry it,’ and if not, the redemp- 
tion will come ‘at its time.’” Everything depends upon Israel's 
desire. If they are truly impassioned in their love of God, they . 
arouse His desire as well. Then there is no impediment on the 
part of time or nature. That is, “If the Lord desires us He will 
bling use...” 

From this chapter we should learn that even though the 
time had not come, if Israel properly longed for God in their 
hearts, they would have come [to the land]. The same is true 
in our own exile: if we have enough desire to return to God, 
He will hurry and speed up our redemption. 

4:94f. 


This teaching was offered in the spring of 1883, the same year 
the first BILU pioneers began the rebuilding of Erets Israel. 


= 3 


In the chapter on the fringes it says: “on the corners of their 
garments” (Num. 15:38). 

We wrap ourselves in a tallit in order to unite with the root 
of oneness. The holy Zohar, discussing this verse, quotes: 
“From the corner of the land we have heard singing” (Is. 
24:16). The Tosafot mention the six wings (or “corners”—two 
meanings of kanaf} on each of the holy creatures and note that 
they sing one day out of each of these wings. On the Sabbath 
they say: “We have no other wing [with which to sing].” God 
replies: “I have a certain corner of the earth... .” 

This is the “Song of the Sabbath day. It is good to give 
thanks to the Lord” (Ps. 92:1-2). This song comes about be- 
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cause of the unity, one that is not present in our World of Sep- 
aration. It is given to Israel only in the soul. 

The same is true of the days themselves; unity belongs only 
to the holy Sabbath, of which the Zohar says that it unites “in 
secret oneness.” The parallel in the realm of “world” is the 
Land of Israel and the holy Temple. Indeed Jonathan ben Uziel 
translates “the corner of the land” as “the Land of Israel.” 
That place which contains all places is called “the corner of 
the land.” By this power song was present in the holy Temple. 
And on the Sabbath, when all of Creation unites, “it is good to 
give thanks to the Lord.” 

Israel are given the power to wrap themselves up and 
gather all the corners together. That is why we pray: “And 
gather us together from the four corners of the earth.” RaSHI 
notes that the four corners are also parallel to the four terms 
used for redemption [in the Exodus account]. Thus Scripture 
says: “I have swept you there like the four winds of heaven” 
(Zech. 2:10). Israel were sent to every place so that all the 
sparks would be gathered into their hands to be restored to ~ 
their source. And by the commandment of fringes a Jew can 
bring himself into the realm of unity. That is why “unto 
their generations” is said with regard to the fringe. Wherever 
they are outcast, this commandment helps them not to be 
separated from their root. A person who is wrapped up in a 
fringed tallit is like one separated and distinguished from 
this world; this is the spreading forth of God’s tent of peace 
that He gave us to separate us from those who have gone 
astray, that we might dwell in the holy shade. The more Is- 
rael are separated from this world, the more they can enter 
into His shade. It is written: “I longed to dwell in his 
shadow. . . ” (Cant. 2:3). 


4:97f. 


Here the author turns again to his much-loved pattern of per- 
son-space-time parallels. Israel among humans, Sabbath 
among days, and the Temple or Holy Land among places are 
all chosen for special holiness and therefore given to one an- . 
other. The symbol here of Israel’s cosmos-sustaining role is 
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the four corners of the tallit, drawn together into one as we 
prepare to recite the Shema’ and proclaim God’s oneness. Is- 
rael are also drawing together the four “corners” of the earth 
and the wings of God's holy angels, the source of songs that 
fill the earth each day. Israel are unifiers of the upper and 
lower worlds, dwellers in God’s universal tent of peace. 


“You shall see it [the fringe on your garment]}” (Num. 15:39) is 
read by the sages to mean that you shall see God’s presence, 
for “whoever fulfills the commandment of the fringes merits 
greeting the Shekhinah.” 

Thus we may look at the glory of God’s kingdom, which ex- 
ists in every thing, as it says: “The whole earth is full of His 
glory” (Is. 6:3). But it is hidden, and a truly wholehearted act of 
self-negation allows one to see His shining glory. Such is the 
meaning of wrapping oneself in fringes to “look at Him,” 
meant in the simplest sense, to desire only to see and come to 
know the glory of God’s name. So, too, we find [in the table- 
hymns of R. Isaac Luria]: 


We will gaze at His glory 
He will show us His secret 
That had been said in a whisper. 


This means that there is light locked away in each thing, hid- 
den from us. But by negating ourselves, which is the “whis- 
per,” turning our sensations all toward God and becoming deaf 
to all else, the secret light is revealed to us. This is that “said 
in a whisper.” 

This too is the meaning of “you shall see it”—"you shall 
see His sign” (oto). This refers to the sign that is within each 
thing, bearing witness to our blessed God. The sages taught 
this about the word tseva’ot (hosts), that “He is a sign (ot) 
amid His host (tsava’).” All the creatures of heaven and earth 
are His hosts, each one a sign of His kingdom, which in this 
world remains hidden. 
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“And you shall remember the commandments of your Lord 
and do them, turning not aside after your hearts or your eyes 
... 80 that you remember to fulfill all My commandments 
and be holy unto your God” (Num. 15:39-40). Observing the 
commandments also has to be for this purpose, in order to 
cleave to God and remember that we were created only to ful- 
fill His will. “Remembering” means cleaving to God. “Turn- 
ing not aside” is also in order to remember the attachment 
to God. 

Any intelligent person could reject this world on his own. 
But our sages said that “a person should not say: ‘I cannot eat 
the meat of pigs,’ but rather: ‘My Father in heaven com- 
manded me...’” This is why we should “turn not aside . . . so 
that you remember . . . and be holy.” Our turning aside from 
the material world should be for God’s sake, to cleave to Him. 
The true power we Jews have to reject materialism comes 
about because God brought us out of Egypt. That is why this 
passage ends: “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of 
the Land of Egypt to be your God; I am the Lord your God.” 

4:88 


Here the teachings of Hasidism are emphasized in contrast 
to both non-hasidic Orthodoxy and the early growth of secu- 
lar antimaterialism. On the one hand, R. Judah Leib empha- 
sizes that the goal and reward of observance are true religious 
experience, the seeing of God within all things. It is for this 
purpose that we are to fulfill the commandments, which re- 
main instruments toward this higher goal. Here Hasidism is 
clearly distinguished from non-hasidic Judaism, which does 
not know about finding and seeing God within all of exis- 
tence. There the commandments often become ends rather 
than means, expressions of the arbitrary will of God rather 
than gateways to the divine presence. 

On the other hand, the rejection of the material world also 
has to be for God’s sake alone, directed toward the same reli- 
gious vision. An intelligent secular person might also see 
through materialism, recognizing the need for some higher 
purpose. This is a step in the right direction, but by itself it 
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does not suffice. Simply rejecting the vanities of the material 
world is not the same as seeing through those vanities to dis- 
cover the face of God looking back at one from within each of 
God’s creations. 


== 5 


In the chapter on fringes, the Midrash quotes: “Light is sown 
for the righteous” (Ps. 97:11). The word tsitsit (fringe) is inter- 
preted by RaSHI as coming from [the verse:] “He peers be- 
tween the cracks” (Cant. 2:9). [The purpose of] this mitsvah is 
to open a Jew’s eyes. That is why the Talmud says that “one 
who is careful [or ‘bright’] about the commandment of the 
fringes merits greeting the Shekhinah,” since it says, “and you 
will see Him.” 

Tsitsit are mentioned three times in this passage, parallel to 
the three times in the year when Israel were to “be seen.” 
These both came about by means of the three patriarchs to 
whom prophecy was granted. Thus Scripture says: “I was seen 
by Abraham, by Isaac, and by Jacob” (Ex. 6:3). Because of Abra- 
ham our Father’s great love for God, God was revealed to him. 
To Isaac it was because of his great fear, which can also be read 
as “insight” (YiRe’aH/Re’iaH), and to Jacob because of his 
truth. God gave Israel this commandment so that we could all 
come to the patriarchs’ level. And it is also true that God 
watches over Israel, “peers (metsits) between the cracks” 
(Cant. 2:9) because of this commandment. — 

The same is true of the “seeing” God and “being seen” by 
God in connection with the pilgrimage festivals, where it says 
both “see” and “be seen.” And Scripture also says: “You have 
been shown to know” (Deut. 4:35), meaning that Israel have 
both “seeing” and “knowing.” We are God's witnesses, and of 
the witness it is said: “If he sees or knows” (Lev.'5:1). The holy 
Zohar in Parashat Va-’era’ says that knowing is higher than 
seeing; knowing is the rung of Moses himself. Perhaps that is 
why they were here given the commandment of fringes. When 
they fell from their rung by no longer fully accepting Moses’ 
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leadership, they would have need of this “seeing,” a step lower 


than knowing. 
4:106 


It is typical of the intellectualist tendency of Jewish mysti- 
cism to say that knowing is higher than seeing. An awareness 
of God that fills the mind is greater than one of the single 
sense of sight alone. This way of understanding also says 
something about “religious experience” and its place within 
the mystical consciousness. Many a Jewish teacher has been 
less than fully impressed with the sort of experiences that 
consist of graphic visions or the hearing of holy voices. The 
deeper experience is one that wells up from within, trans- 
forming consciousness itself from the inside rather than con- 
fronting it with sound or sight of that which still manifests 
itself as “other.” Only when Israel are slipping from their 
highest rung are they given, as a way of reassurance, the 
“lesser” power of seeing God. 


ne ee 


KORAH 


“Korah took...” (Num. 16:1). [The Targum translates:] “He 
divided.” 

The Mishnah teaches: “Controversy for the sake of heaven 
will come to fruition, while that which is not for the sake of 
heaven will not. Controversy for the sake of heaven: that of 
Hillel and Shamai. Controversy not for the sake of heaven: 
that of Korah.” 

This world is in fact called the “world of separation,” one 
where each creature looks out for itself. That is why it is “all 
strife.” But Israel attain peace and wholeness by means of 
Torah. Whoever truly serves God properly, in order that God’s 
will be fulfilled in the world, and acts only for the sake of 
heaven, can be jealous of no person. What is any single human 
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being that his deeds should be accepted above? It is only 
through the entire community of Israel that God’s will is ful- 
filled in the world. So everyone has to give his portion thor- 
oughly over to the community. Once you do that, you see that 
there is no difference between you and your fellow. 

This was the quality of Aaron, who “loved peace and pur- 
sued peace.” That is why God chose him to be priest. Thus 
Scripture says: “Aaron, what is he that you complain against 
him” (Num. 16:11)—he does not divide himself off at all; all 
his deeds are given to the community. But of Korah it says: 
“He took”—for himself. And even the very greatest person, 
when he is just for himself, what is he? 

Scripture teaches: “Love your neighbor as yourself, I am the 
Lord” (Lev. 19:18), and the sages said: “This is the basic rule of 
Torah.” RaSHI interprets “your neighbor” to refer to God. 
This means that when you serve God for God’s own sake, you 
naturally love your neighbor, one who serves God just as you 
do. This is the basic rule of Torah: “your neighbor” as God and 
your real neighbor—it is all one. .. . ; 

4:127 


He reads the verse to mean: “Love” God. In doing so you will 
come to see “your neighbor as yourself.” 

The vision of human community and its necessary rela- 
tionship to the religious life as presented here is both inspir- 
ing and frustrating to the contemporary reader. The Sefat 
Emet is clearly expansive and generous in his reading of re- 
ligion and community as deeply tied together—when it 
comes to Jews. How can we envy others when we see that 
we are all one in God’s service? How can we help loving our 
neighbors when we see them as fellow-worshippers of the 
same God} Our task as readers of this teaching is to let our- 
selves be inspired by his vision, but also to think of how we 
can expand it to include all of humanity, or even all of our 
fellow creatures, without losing the uniqueness and special 


power of our own language, in which these things are said 
so well. 
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“In the morning God will show who is His and who is holy ... 
the one He will choose” (Num. 16:5). On this the sages com- 
mented: “Just as I separated morning from evening, [light from 
darkness, so did I separate Aaron to make him holy].” 

Korah was an important person. The sages note that he was 
one of those who carried the Ark. But there are words and 
deeds, as the Zohar tells us. “Whoever seeks [to study] Torah 
may do so, but when it comes to deeds one needs the help of 
heaven.” This category of deeds is that of the priest who 
serves God; the whole world is renewed each day through his 
service in the holy Temple. That is why the verse says “will 
choose” in the future, as it says: “Who is the man who fears 
God; He will show him the way He will choose” (Ps. 25:12). 

There is a new way each day. The Midrash teaches that each 
day God gives some new law, “an utterance will come from 
His mouth” (Job 37:2). The person who truly fears God is 
shown these ways that are made new each day. But even for 
those who are on a lesser rung, as we are in exile, our fear of 
heaven directs us in accordance with this renewal. 

In the time of the Temple this process took place in a re- 
vealed way. This was surely true of Moses and Aaron, upon 
whom the whole world depended. The verse “Your grace and 
truth have forever formed me” (Ps. 40:12} refers to them. 
Through the high priest a thread of grace was drawn forth into 
the world each day. This was the testimony to Aaron: each day 
he brought new light into the world. 

That is why Moses said: “In the morning God will 
show. ...” How can you rise up against the high priest when 
every day itself bears witness to him... ? 


4:117 


The hasidic masters had a deep appreciation for the powers 
of priesthood, including an intuitive understanding of the cos- 
mic significance of ancient priestly religion. The notion that 
the priest is responsible for the daily renewal of Creation is 
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one that is entirely absent from the Hebrew Bible and one 
that would be hard to find explicitly stated in the teachings of 
the early rabbis. But the kabbalists and hasidic masters saw 
priesthood in its fullest and most powerful senses, sometimes 
exceeding the sources that lay before them in articulating the 
true implications of the Temple service. 


== 3 


It is said that “the blue [of the fringe-thread] is like the sea, 
the sea is like the sky, and the sky is like the Throne of 
Glory.” These three levels of sea, sky, and throne remind us 
of three events. The sea is the Exodus from Egypt, for it says: 
“IT am the Lord your God who brought you forth” (Num. 
15:41), a redemption that ended at the sea, of which it says: 
“On that day the Lord saved Israel” (Ex. 14:30). “Sky” points 
to the receiving of Torah from Heaven. “Throne of Glory” 
refers to the dwelling of God’s presence in the tabernacle and - 
the Clouds of Glory. 

These three also connect to the three gifts that Israel were 
given. The well is like the sea [and was received through the 
merit of Miriam]. The sky refers to the manna or “bread from 
heaven” that came down because of Moses. The Clouds of 
Glory were by the merit of Aaron. These are also the three pil- 
grim festivals, and at root this matter is related to nefesh, ruah, 
and neshamah, {the three levels of soul]. When we left Egypt 
the redemption was that of nefesh, we received Torah on the 
level of ruah, and only afterward comes neshamah. 

[This order might seem surprising, placing Aaron higher 
than Moses.] It is true that Moses’ rung is a high one. But 
Aaron, because he caused Israel to return in penitence, reached 
a still higher level. Therefore, he was given the innermost ser- 
vice on the Day of Atonement, equivalent to both teshuvah 
and neshamah. Of this they said: “Penitents stand in a place 
where the wholly righteous cannot stand.” And also, “great is 
teshuvah for it reaches the Throne of Glory.” That is why the - 
Clouds of Glory were by Aaron’s merit. 


KORAH = 247 


Now we understand the controversy of Korah. He made a 
tallit that was entirely blue, when Moses had explicitly said 
only a thread of blue should be placed among the fringes. From 
the upper blue [Moses believed], it is only possible to draw 
forth a bit of light, and even that is not certain. Korah did not 
reach that understanding. 

We can add to this in accordance with the midrashic remark 
that God called Israel by three names: daughter, sister, and 
mother. Korah said: “The entire assembly is holy” (Num. 16:3} 
and heard “I am the Lord your God” (Ex. 20:2). He thought 
there was no rung higher for Israel than that of receiving the 
Torah. And since the Levites had not participated in the sin of 
the Golden Calf, he held himself superior to Aaron. But in fact 
it was Aaron who merited and gave merit to the people, who 
after the sin rose to a rung higher than that of receiving the 
Torah. The Midrash hints at this by reading the verse: “A 
brother led to sin by the bastion of strength” (Prov. 18:19) [to 
mean that “the brother who had sinned—Aaron—is greater 
than the bastion of Torah—Moses”}. 

These three categories of daughter, sister, and mother are 
themselves the three festivals. Just as it was in the genera- 
tion of the wilderness, so it is forever. A Jew has to mend 
these three categories: to be redeemed from the evil urge and 
the “other side” is the Exodus from Egypt or liberation. After 
this, one reaches Torah, the category of ruah, spirit. But then 
you have to go on and do some new redemptive act in the 
world, for that is why human beings were sent here. Every 
Jew has a part in this. By means of prayer and the return to 
God, even a simple person can arouse some act of redemp- 
tion, something specific to that person, each in accordance 
with his own measure. 

Now of Korah it says that he “took,” and that is translated 
“divided.” Moses was the choicest of God’s prophets. He 
negated himself before the Jewish people; he referred to Torah 
as “the inheritance of the community of Israel” (Deut. 33:4). 
He brought himself into the situation of Israel; when they had 
fallen from their rung because of sin, he joined himself to 
them. Korah, being quite a brilliant fellow, tried to hold him- 
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self off and did not want to be joined to the fate of the masses. 
That is why God did not choose him. 
4:130 


This very rich teaching is filled with associations that we 
might want to carry further as we develop these ideas. For 
that purpose a chart of parallels suggested here will be useful. 


Nefesh Ruah Neshamah 

Sea Sky Throne of Glory 
Well Torah Clouds of Glory 
Miriam Moses Aaron 

Passover Shavu'ot Sukkot 

Daughter Sister Mother 
Liberation Spirit Redemptive Deed 


A further word is needed in connection with “daughter, sister, 
mother.” The Midrash, quoting a series of biblical verses, sug- 
gests that at various times God had occasion to call Israel by. 
each of these female terms of endearment. The hardest, of 
course, is “mother,” as it is hard to imagine Israel depicted 
as the mother of God. Indeed, the Midrash must creatively 
distort a verse (Is. 51:4) in order to get it. But the usage here 
means that Korah could not imagine a state of being higher 
than that of receiving the Torah, when Israel are raised to 
being God's “sister” as opposed to His “daughter.” The term 
“sister” in the Canticle is often associated also with “bride”, 
the point is that here God and Israel are equals, of the same 
generational standing. But Aaron understands that there is a 
still higher rung for Israel, that of “mother,” by which God 
calls them when they do the redemptive work in God’s world 
that they alone can do, giving “birth” to holy deeds. 

Would we be too far off the mark in naming such a teach- 
ing “a Jewish mystical humanism”? 


HUKKAT 


a | 


“This is the law of the Torah” (Num. 19:2). Scripture here 
makes purification depend upon Torah, the Tree of Life. Pu- 
rity derives from this tree, the opposite of the Tree of Knowl- 
edge, from which came death, the most basic category of 
impurity. By means of Torah, Israel can purify themselves of 
this defilement. We say in our prayers: “My God! The soul 
you placed in me is pure.” “Pure” means that it is not capable 
of becoming defiled, for it says: “He blew into him the breath 
[= soul] of life” (Gen. 2:7). 

The soul of every one of Israel belongs to Torah, the Word of 
God. Every soul has a portion in that Torah, in some letter or 
vowel point. This is the living soul within the person, and it 
cannot be defiled. Thus our sages taught on the verse “Are not 
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My words like fire?” (Jer. 23:29) that “Just as fire cannot be de- 
filed, so words of Torah cannot be defiled.” 

Scripture says: “Who can bring forth the pure out of the im- 
pure?” (Job 14:4). Our sages read this as referring to the drop of 
semen, which is impure, and the person formed from it, who 
is pure. When the soul is joined to that drop, it takes on life 
and goes from defilement to purity. Thus it is forever: the one 
who studies Torah attains both soul and purity. This must be 
what the sages meant when they said: “There is not a single 
letter of Torah that does not contain the resurrection of the 
dead, except that we do not know how to interpret.” 

4:149 


“Soul” and “Torah” are understood here as aspects of the 
same metaphysical entity; both represent the flow of divine 
hiyyut (life-energy) into the person. The miracle of birth, the 
greatest sublime wonder known to us humans, is repeated in 
the miracle of Torah study. In both of them the divine soul or 
an extra measure of life is added to mere flesh and blood. In: 
this spirit the author offers a brilliant reinterpretation of a 
phrase in the talmudic discussion about whether the resur- 
rection of the dead, seemingly not a biblical idea, is to be 
found in the Torah. Indeed, he says, study of Torah itself is 
that very resurrection. 

The notion that “words of Torah cannot become defiled” 
serves as an ongoing assurance to us teachers of Torah who 
feel ourselves to be impure vessels, inadequate to the lofty 
and pure teachings we bear from one generation to the next. 
There is great consolation in being reminded of that level of 
truth where the teachings of Torah remain forever pure, no 
matter through what channel they may be transmitted. 


== 2 


Regarding “the mouth of the well, [one of the ten things]” cre- 
ated on the eve of the first Sabbath: 
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Scripture says: “Drink water from your cistern (bor) and 
flowing water from your well (be’er)” (Prov. 5:15). The sages 
tell us that one who says [in the Grace after Meals] “From His 
goodness we live” is a boor, but one who says “In His good- 
ness we live” is a disciple of the sages. “From His goodness,” 
as we have interpreted it, would mean that we are sustained 
by a distinct part of His goodness, something separate from 
God’s own self. “In His goodness” means that we cleave to the 
whole of goodness itself. 

Everything derives from Torah, which is called “good,” 
since God created the world “in the beginning” for the sake 
of Torah, which is called “beginning” (Ps. 111:10). The root of 
all is in Torah. The Zohar adds that Torah [as the Tree of Life] 
includes roots and fruit, leaves and bark. Israel and the sages 
cleave to the body of the tree itself. This is the difference be- 
tween bor (cistern) and be’er (well): the cistern just contains 
gathered water; its contents are limited by the size of the ves- 
sel that contains them. The well, on the other hand, is joined 
directly to the source of an ever-flowing spring. 

The same thing is true on the inside. Every soul contains 
enlightenment and wisdom; “You made them all in wisdom” 
(Ps. 104:24). This [outer soul] is the cistern. 

Such, too, is the distinction between weekday and Sabbath. 
On the weekdays “it will be closed” (Ezek. 46:1); the inner 
gates are not open. But on the Sabbath the inner wellsprings 
are opened. That is why Shabbat is called “a gift without re- 
straints.” This is it: the mouth of the well, the inner gate. 

But there are two openings, because Scripture says it is open 
“on the Sabbath” and “on the new moon” (ibid.). Those two 
openings are the two letters yod, placed around the letter vav 
[to form an ‘aleph], and transforming the “cistern” into a 
“well.” The letter yod is a gateway. Thus we learn in the verse 
“You open Your hands” (Ps. 145:16) that the word yadekha 
(Your hands} can also be read as yudekha (Your yods). The pre- 
ceding verse in the Psalm refers to “giving them their food in 
their season.” That is the specific and measured time that be- 
longs to each individual. But “You open Your hands” refers to 
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the source itself, “satisfying all life with favor,” directly con- 
necting to the root of all.... 
4:144f. 


This is a rich and complex teaching, clearly reported in an only 
fragmentary way. He means to say that the innermost human 
soul, the one accessible to us Jews through our Shabbat- 
consciousness, is a wellspring ever joined in a direct way to 
God, the endlessly flowing source of life. Thus it is that we live 
“in His goodness” and not merely “from” it. Adding the ‘aleph, 
which also stands for our awareness of the ever-present One, 
transforms life as cistern, receiving that which God gives in 
limit and measure, to life as living well. This transformation is 
miraculously recreated for us on the eve of each Shabbat. 


<r. 


Regarding the song at the well (Num. 21:17ff.) and the fact - 
that Moses is not mentioned there. In the prior song it says: 
“Then Moses and the children of Israel sang” (Ex. 15:1). 

The well refers to the oral Torah. The sages said: “There is 
no water but Torah” [and this refers to the oral teaching]. 
There is written Torah, the “food from heaven” (Ex. 16:4), be- 
longing to Moses, who brought it down from heaven. That is 
why we are told that the manna was given by the merit of 
Moses, since it is that food. But this well belongs to the realm 
of water, the oral Torah. 

I heard from my grandfather and teacher that the reading of 
Torah, preceded and followed by a blessing, is like a meal, 
when we thank God beforehand for having given us this food 
and afterwards for having sated us and nourished us for life by 
the food. That is why the blessing after meals must be recited 
before the food has been digested. The blessing after the Torah 
reading is about the way we draw life from words of Torah, 
which are absorbed into our soul. This is the oral Torah, in 
which a person becomes a “child of Torah,” attached to Torah, © 
as in [the verse:] “He implanted eternal life within us.” This is 
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the well of water to which our sages refer when they say: “You 
shall eat, be sated, and bless the Lord your God” (Deut. 8:10). 
“You shall eat” refers to eating, but “you shall be sated” refers 
to drinking, since drinking allows the food to be digested, so 
that the person may be nourished by it. 

A hint of this may be found in the Midrash on the Song of 
Songs, where it mentions that the word “well” is found forty- 
eight times in the Torah, parallel to the forty-eight means by 
which Torah is acquired. Written Torah, in other words, is a 
gift from heaven, available to anyone who wants it. But for a 
person really to acquire a portion in the Torah, to be a “child of 
Torah,” where Torah is truly absorbed into one’s bloodstream— 
this comes about only through those forty-eight things. 

The first song was sung before the giving of the Torah. 
“Then Moses and the children of Israel sang,” since they felt 
in their souls that they had become God's servants, ready to 
hear the word of God. But this latter song took place forty 
years later, when they felt that Torah was truly absorbed into 
their blood. The sages tell us that after Moses had learned 
Torah for forty days [on the mountain] he forgot it all, and God 
gave it to him as a gift. So, too, the service of Israel for those 
forty years in the wilderness: they struggled to attain Torah 
until it was finally given to them as a gift. That is why Moses 
is not mentioned in this song, which refers to a higher rung 
than that of the one who brought Torah down from heaven. 

4:145 


Moses brought to Israel Torah from heaven. But Israel, hav- 
ing struggled to learn, apply, and absorb Torah into their own 
lives, are now higher than they (or even he?) had been ear- 
lier and are thus no longer dependent upon Moses. Forty 
years later Torah has become truly their own, present in their 
very blood, and they can speak and teach it freely, without 
turning first to their master. This reading is true to the spirit 
of Polish Hasidism, which sought to show how the Hasidim 
of each generation, while nourished by their masters’ teach- 
ings, eventually need to become ney ena and seek out 
their own path. 
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Unstated in this teaching, but obvious from the symbolic 
connections behind it, is the attribution of oral Torah to 
Miriam, by whose merit we were given the well. In this gen- 
eration, which is blessed by so many female Torah teachers, 
we are no longer surprised to learn who stands as the source 
of our wellspring of oral Torah. 


On the verse “Israel sent emissaries to Sihon” (Num. 21:21), 
the Midrash quotes “Trust the Lord and do good” (Ps. 37:3) 
and “Turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it” 
(Ps. 34:15). In the case of any other commandment, the 
Midrash explains, you must do it only if the opportunity 
comes before you. Peace alone has to be pursued; “Seek it” in 
your place “and pursue it” beyond your place. 

Actually we find “pursuit” prescribed for two things: truth 
and peace. “Justice, justice shall you pursue” (Deut. 16:20} and. 
“Seek peace and pursue it.” These two qualities are the oppo- 
site of this world. In fact they both opposed the creation of the 
human being, “since he is all lies, all quarrels.” These quali- 
ties are not to be found in this world of lies. That is why they 
have to be pursued, why divine help needs to be sought. Such 
was the case of Israel, who received Torah from heaven. “God 
gives strength [=Torah=truth] to His people; God blesses His 
people with peace” (Ps. 29:11). 

Moses our Teacher represents that quality of truth—In all 
My house he is the trusted one” (Num. 12:7)—and he brought 
Torah down from heaven. Aaron represents peace. Israel at- 
tained peace by the merit of being in the wilderness, the place 
outside human settlement. That is “Pursue it’/—beyond your 
place.” Because they trusted in God and were drawn to follow 
Him out into the wilderness, they attained the quality of 
peace, shalom. That is why Israel are referred to [in the Song 
of Songs] as the Shulamite. 
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But Scripture also has God saying, “I am peace” (Ps. 120:7). 
Once Israel attained this quality of peace, it was within their 
power to draw all the nations close to God... . 

4:147 


The teaching continues with a troubling passage about the 
nations’ refusal to accept Torah, all of them being like the 
Amorites and Canaanites, who sought only war when Israel 
approached them in peace. 

This teaching makes it clear how urgent peace is, in order 
for Israel to do the work for which we exist. The message we 
have to offer the world is one of shalom. We cannot deliver it 
as a nation of warriors, occupiers, or arms merchants. 

Why were Israel chosen (however we understand that term) 
to bear God’s message to the world? Because they, like their 
father Abraham, were willing to leave the settled world be- 
hind and follow the fire of an unknown God into the wilder- 
ness. Only there, in that place where all the conventions and 
arrangements of ordinary human society do not exist, could 
God’s word be spoken in a whole and undisturbed way. It 
was that place, cut off from the world of lies, from the deceit- 
fulness of all human-made idolatries, that gave them access 
to true inner peace. And only there, where existence itself de- 
pended on the love and trust Israel had for their loving God, 
could they become God’s Shulamite, faithful bearer of the 
Teaching. 
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BALAK 


The Mishnah says that whoever possesses the three charac- 
teristics of a good eye, a lowly spirit, and a humble soul is a 
disciple of our father Abraham, while one who has the three 
opposite characteristics is a disciple of wicked Balaam (Avot 
5:19). Our sages here reveal to us that Balaam was the precise 
opposite of righteous Abraham. 

This fits with their comment on the verse, “What may I 
curse that God has not cursed?” (Num. 23:8). This wicked 
man sought out the precise moment of divine wrath, of which 
it is said: “The Lord is wrathful each day” (Ps. 7:12). But this 
wrath lasts only for a moment, since it also says: “The com- 
passion of God is all the day long. . .” (Ps. 52:3). The entire 
goal of the wicked is to find that [moment of] wrath. 
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The righteous, by contrast, seek out the good will of 
Heaven. “As for me, my prayer is for a time of good will” (Ps. 
69:14). Even beyond that, they seek out the thread of grace 
that exists in this world. This world is indeed founded on judg- 
ment, but still a thread of grace is found each day. The right- 
eous seek to find that point of grace or time of good will. 

Now in fact the momentary anger that exists above comes 
about through the wicked. It is taught that they worship the 
sun and God becomes angry. And the thread of grace exists in 
this world only because of the righteous. It was father Abra- 
ham who brought this thread into real existence in this world, 
as is taught around the verse, “Will I take even a thread or a 
sandal-lace?” (Gen. 14:23). 

So the teacher said that one who has these three good charac- 
teristics is a disciple of Abraham, deserving of finding grace each 
day in this world “for those who await His grace” (Ps. 33:18). 
And the wicked by their evil qualities bring about divine wrath 
above. But we still find that goodness is more plentiful. When 
the righteous succeed in finding grace in this world, all that the © 
wicked do is not able to take that grace from them. Of this 
Scripture says: “Many waters cannot douse love, nor can floods 
drown it. If a man were to put up all the goods in his house 
against love, people would despise him” (Cant. 8:7). Wicked Bal- 
aam offers the same testimony when he says: “If Balak were to 
offer me his house filled with silver and gold, I could not trans- 
gress the word of the Lord my God” (Num. 22:18). 

But when the wicked seek to gain strength from that mo- 
ment of anger that exists in heaven, God holds back the anger. 
Thus it is taught that for all those days [when Balaam was in 
Balak’s hire] God was not wrathful, “so that the righteousness 
of God be known” (Mic. 6:5). 

This war goes on every day. It also takes place within the 
individual Jew, and we have to arouse the quality of grace 
every day. The wicked and the will to do evil also strengthen 
themselves each day, arousing the forces of judgment. It was 
for this reason that the rabbis wanted to place the account of 
Balak as part of the Shema’. 


4:156 
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This is an important teaching, offering a hasidic version of 
the kabbalistic idea that evil as well as good has its root in 
God. There is a moment of divine wrath, one against which 
God Himself, as it were, is in struggle. The wicked glorify that 
moment, seeking in it justification for their own evil behav- 
ior. But this is not God’s desire. The Lord whose grace is “all 
the day long” wants us to seek out that grace and bring it into 
this world, becoming channels for this divine gift as we give it 
to others. 

What does it mean that God struggles with an inner mo- 
ment of divine anger, wrath, or impatience? Among other 
things, it means that we in our very imperfection, amid our 
own messy and imperfect lives, are images of God. Only a 
God who knows an inner wrath with which He is not content 
can be with us as we struggle each day for the little victories 
of love and grace over impatience and anger. 


The Midrash quotes the verse, “O Rock, whose work is per- 
fect, all of whose ways are just” (Deut. 34:2}, applying it to the 
fact that “the blessed Holy One did not leave the nations of 
the world a chance to say: [‘it was You who distanced us from 
You’] . .. He established prophets for them... .” 

The point is that prophecy brings speech forth from poten- 
tial to real. The prophet is the collective “mouth” of Israel. 
Just as in the individual it is through the mouth that we bring 
forth our innermost selves . .. , so it is with the prophet who 
is the mouth of Israel. That is why the prophet’s power is de- 
pendent upon the efforts of all Israel, since it says: “A prophet 
from within your midst . . . will arise for you” (Deut. 18:15). 
More than Israel needs the prophet, the prophet is in need of 
them. This is “the general that requires the particular and the 
particular that requires the general.” That is why the prophets 
bear witness to the general community, to whom they 


prophesy. 
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The nations are not prepared for prophecy. That is why God 
gave them Balaam. He was a vessel for prophecy, but since 
they were not prepared, it did not go well for him. 

We can say the same thing about the reason prophecy was 
taken away from us. Even though it was “because of our sins,” 
it is also a way of testifying for Israel. Let the nations not say 
that we followed Him, because He drew us near and set up 
prophets for us. We no longer have prophets, and yet we still 
hold fast to our faith in God and busy ourselves with His com- 
mandments! This shows the inwardness of Israel, even though 
we have no prophets who can draw forth existence from po- 
tential to real. “We have seen no signs; there is no longer a 
prophet, and none among us knows until when” .. . 
(Ps. 74:9}. 

4:158 


The claim that Balaam was prophet to the nations as Moses 
was to Israel is an ancient one. Usually, however, it is made 
in the context of the vilification or even demonization of’ 
both the heathens and their prophet. They are pictured in the 
Midrash, and even more so in Kabbalah, as the negative or 
wicked counterpart of Moses and Israel. Here we see just a 
glimmer of another view, one that will be essential to any 
contemporary reappropriation of Jewish spirituality. Each na- 
tion (read “religious community”) has its own prophet, 
whose powers all derive from the one God. The quality and 
clarity of each prophet’s message depend upon the commu- 
nity he or she represents and the degree to which that com- 
munity is willing to say, “Let us do and listen,” as Moses’ 
people was. The claim of Judaism would thus be not that 
Moses is superior to all other prophets but that the Jewish 
people, ever standing at Sinai, constitute a community pre- 
pared to follow the word of God. This claim should seek to 
serve as a paradigm for others, recognizing that other such 
faithful communities do potentially exist everywhere, rather 
than as a means of claiming superiority over other nations 
and their paths to God. 
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= 3: 


On the verse: “How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, your 
dwelling places, O Israel!” (Num. 24:5). Holiness follows Is- 
rael wherever they may be, as Scripture says: “In every place 
where I cause My name to be mentioned, I shall come unto 
you and bless you” (Ex. 20:21). Now the Land of Israel and the 
Temple have a permanent and unique relationship with the 
Jewish people. This is referred to in “your dwelling-places, O 
Israel.” But wherever else Israel happen to be, even in a tem- 
porary way, there, too, holiness is revealed to them. [The fol- 
lowing verse reads:] “Like streams that flow,” for the 
wellsprings of Torah indeed flow with them wherever they 
dwell. This is why Scripture refers here to Jacob, who wan- 
dered outside the Land. The same was true in the wilderness, 
when they had not yet entered the Land. ... 


4:163f. 


Offered in 1896, the very year when Theodor Herzl’s The Jew- 
ish State was published, the Sefat Emet here as elsewhere in 
these teachings is seeking to confirm a hasidic point of view 
on the Holy Land and the Jews’ relationship to it. Ger was in 
fact less opposed to Zionism than were many other hasidic 
groups, and a number of its followers were to settle in the 
Land of Israel between the two world wars, But this sermon 
makes it clear that while Israel and the land are indeed spir- 
itually bound together, holiness is found in the temporary 
“tents” of Jacob in Poland and elsewhere as well as in the per- 
manent “dwelling-places” of Israel in Jerusalem or on the 
Temple Mount. 


== 4 


... It is taught that “the broken tablets lie in the Ark.” Surely 
the gift God gave us was not for naught. If we were not yet 
ready to receive that gift, it was hidden away in the Ark. 


262 SEFER BE-MIDBAR 


The breaking of the tablets took place on the seventeenth of 
Tammuz, [the date when the wall of Jerusalem was breached 
by the Romans]. All these breaks have to be healed. That is 
why Israel are dispersed and exiled throughout the lands, in 
order to gather those fragments. When all is restored, we will 
be able to receive those “first tablets.” 

Thus it is taught in the name of Rabbi Isaac Luria that 
[Aaron’s words when erecting the Golden Calf], “A holiday 
unto the Lord tomorrow!” (Ex. 32:5], mean that one day the 
seventeenth of Tammuz will indeed be a festival. As the day 
when the tablets were given, it is properly a time for great cel- 
ebration. It was only because we were unable to receive them 
that our dance was turned into mourning. When everything is 
restored, this date will be transformed into a time of gladness 
and joy. So, too, the prophet says: “The fast of the fourth 
month ... will be a time of gladness and joy” (Zech. 8:19). 

4:157f. 


This homily assumes the identity of the “broken tablets” of 
Sinai and the “broken vessels” of Lurianic Kabbalah, which 
are scattered through the universe and which Israel are dis- 
persed in order to retrieve and uplift to God. Both of these are 
then identified also with the broken walls of Jerusalem. The 
healing of all these breaches is the same task, and its com- 
pletion will be heralded by the transformation of all our 
mourning—on the three levels mentioned here and perhaps 
some others—into joy and thanksgiving. 


The letter yod is added to the name of Pinhas. This is a sign of 
peace; the yod, like the vav, contains no empty space and does 
not take up space like the other letters. These [two letters] rep- 
resent two kinds of peace, as in “Peace, peace, to the far and 
the near” (Is. 57:19). The holy Zohar says that the “far” is Jacob 
and the “near” is Joseph. These are the two sorts of peace: 
Jacob makes peace between Abraham and Isaac. This is [the 
meaning of] “I shall return in peace to my father’s house” (Gen. 
28:21), “sweetening” the harshness of Isaac [who represents the 
force of judgment]. Joseph makes peace among the tribes. 

It is taught that Pinhas [with the yod added] numerically 
represents 208, the same as Isaac, who stands for the quality of 
judgment [or the “left” side]. The priesthood, however, is of 
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lovingkindness [or the “right” side]. Priesthood was given to 
Pinhas as a gift, as though to say that when Israel are deserv- 
ing, even the “left” becomes “right.” Something like this is 
found in the Zohar, to the effect that priesthood had to be 
given to him, since one who has killed a person is [ordinarily] 
disqualified from priesthood. The point is that he belongs to 
the side of judgment. 

So, too, it says: He makes peace in His heights” (Job 25:2), 
meaning that God makes peace between angels of love and 
justice. But there may also be a single angel who contains both 
of these. Such a one was Pinhas in this world; the “covenant of 
peace” was given to him, to be a priest, even though he came 
from the side of judgment. 

4:182 


Abraham and Isaac represent the qualities of lovingkindness 
(the “right” side) and harsh judgment (the “left” side) with 
God, according to the kabbalists. 

Much of the material around Pinhas, in this as well as © 
many other traditional sources, is difficult for the modern 
reader. The texts do not seem to share our instinctive horror 
at Pinhas’s act. Here we come somewhat close: the shedding 
of blood indeed renders one unfit for priesthood. A special di- 
vine exemption had to be made for Pinhas. This was done in 
order to show that the left side, as seemingly vicious as it 
may become in the terrible act of judgment, is not beyond re- 
demption. God may restore it to balance with lovingkind- 
ness. Here Pinhas emerges like King David: warrior and 
psalmist at once. 

For us latter-day readers, however, it remains important to 
remember that David and Pinhas were both murderers. In 
David's case God accepts his remorse, though only his son’s 
hands, and not his, are clean enough to build the Temple. We 
need to see the remorse of Pinhas as well. We need a hasidic 
master to do for us what even the Sefat Emet has not quite 
done—to tell us that the yod is added to Pinhas’s name only 
when he realizes and repents of his terrible deed. 
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“Among these shall the land be divided” (Num. 26:53). It is 
taught that the division took place by the casting of lots, but 
guided by the holy spirit. 

Scripture says: “Portions have come to me pleasantly, my 
inheritance is pleasing to me” (Ps. 16:6]. The main gift of the 
Land of Israel is in the upper root. Every Jew has a portion in 
the root of the Land of Israel, both above and below. That is 
why they were counted again before entering the land, so that 
each be aware of his root, just as was the case with the prior 
countings. These refer also to the written and oral Torah, for 
Israel all have a part in both of these. Thus we say: “May it be 
Your will that the Temple be rebuilt, and grant our portion in 
Your Torah.” 

It is taught that “all Israel have a place in the world to 
come.” This teaching is based on the verse: “Your people are 
all righteous; they will forever inherit the Land” (Is. 60:21). 
Even though the plain meaning of this verse refers to the 
{earthly] Land of Israel, it still serves as a sign that we all have 
a place in the world to come. This comes about through our 
earning the right in this world to attach ourselves to the Land 
of Israel, the root of Israel’s souls. 

Scripture says [referring to Jerusalem]: “There the tribes of 
God went up, a witness for Israel, to acknowledge the name 
of the Lord” (Ps. 122:4). Pilgrimage to the Temple was a way of 
witnessing the [people’s] attachment to their root. The fact of 
this pilgrimage testified to them and their lineage. 

These were the songs, [the fifteen “psalms of ascent” that 
the Levites would sing while the pilgrims ascended the fifteen 
steps of the Temple. These are also the fifteen “rungs” Israel 
went through from the Exodus from Egypt until “He built for 
us the Chosen Dwelling [as described in the Passover song 
“Dayyenu”]. These are fifteen categories or paths by which to 


get to the root. 
4:174 
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The openness expressed here to the need for spiritual attach- 
ment to the this-worldly Land of Israel is typical of Gerer Ha- 
sidism. It provided the background against which the son of 
the Sefat Emet, R. Avraham Mordecai, in 1921 bought land 
in Jaffa and encouraged his Hasidim to do likewise, so that 
every one of them would be rooted in the Land of Israel. Cer- 
tain other hasidic groups were critical of Ger for this and 
much more uncompromising in their opposition to anything 
that smacked of compromise with the newly emerging Zion- 
ist forces. While the founder of Agudat Yisra’el was still far 
from what might be called Zionism, he felt the same instinct 
as did more secular Jews that the time had come to renew our 
roots within the land. The origins of this desire are already 
reflected in passages like this one in the Sefat Emet, whose 
writings were also read by Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook and 
other leaders of religious Zionism. 


= 2 


“Command the children of Israel and tell them to bring the 
food offerings for My fires ... ” (Num. 28:2)... . RaSHI here 
quotes a midrash [that offers the parable of a king and his 
dying wife. On her deathbed she asks that the king take care of 
her children. He replies to her:] “While you are leaving me a 
testament concerning your children, command your children 
also [that they not rebel against me].” 

There is food that comes from heaven and food that comes 
from earth; these correspond to the written Torah and the oral 
Torah. Moses our Teacher brought Torah down from heaven 
to earth. The manna also [was food from heaven], as Scripture 
says: “Behold I will rain down upon you food from heaven” 
(Ex. 16:4). Moses hoped that [this flow from heaven} would 
continue after his lifetime as well. But this was in fact the be- 
ginning of “food from the earth”: it was time for the lower 
creatures to bring offerings for the sake of heaven. This is [the 
meaning of] “command your children also.” This refers to sac-. 
rifices and then to prayer, which came in their place, the “wor- 
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ship within the heart,” the longing of the heart to be attached 
to its root above. 

Even if we have fallen from that height, we can get back to 
where we were. That is why it says of the daily sacrifice: "A 
regular offering that was offered on Mount Sinai” (Num. 28:6}. 
We have already been on a very high rung at Mount Sinai, 
where it says: “The Lord descended upon Mount Sinai” (Ex. 
19:20). Because of that we can raise ourselves back up to 
heaven. 

Moses in fact prayed for this. When he said, “I supplicated 
the Lord at that time” (Deut. 3:23), the rabbis derived rules of 
prayer from his prayer. Here Moses was preparing the way of 
prayer. Until then there had been only Torah, the shining 
speculum, all revealed. But from now on there began to be a 
way to find everything by means of struggle, as it is said: 
“Your deeds will draw you near.” 

This is the meaning of sacrifice and prayer. Understand it. 

4:170 


To follow the interesting image created by the Midrash, we 
may say that it is only in the childhood or immature years of 
the life of faith that we primarily expect God to provide for 
us. As we grow “older” in our faith, we understand that our 
primary act is one of giving; it is within our giving that we 
glimpse some reward as well. The easy and direct path of rev- 
elation is replaced by the life of spiritual struggle, of climb- 
ing back up the mountain where we know we have been 
already. It is only that assurance, the memory that once God 
did “descend upon Mount Sinai,” that allows us to go on with 
a life of endless giving, endless struggle. 
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The Midrash quotes the verse: “ You shall swear by the living 
God in truth, judgment, and righteousness” (Jer. 4:2). I have 
already noted that these three are parallel to “with all your 
heart, with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut. 6:5). 
“Truth” refers to the soul, which is the life within. “Judg- 
ment” applies to the heart, for it has two directions and needs 
proper balance. “Righteousness” applies to might [interpreted 
to mean material wealth; tsedakah means both “righteous- 
ness” and “charity”]. Only then can it say: “These words. 
which I command you this day shall be upon your heart” 
(Deut. 6:6). Only after both body and soul have been set aright 
can we receive words of Torah. 
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In fact the entire Torah is the names of God; the words of 
the holy Torah cause our hearts to be attached to God. That is 
why it says: “You shall contemplate it [‘Him?’] day and night” 
(Josh. 1:8). The same is true of the commandments to recite 
the Shema’ and the ’Amidah: “You shall speak of them” 
(Deut. 6:7) means adding to the life-force of God. By accepting 
God's kingdom each day, verbally, the words help our deeds to 
fall in line with our acceptance. “I have sworn and I shall ful- 
fill it” (Ps. 119:106); one may take an oath to fulfill the com- 
mandments, and that oath may be of help. “. . . as all that 
comes out of his mouth, he will do” (Num. 30:2). 

This is also a promise that we will be able actually to fulfill 
that which we have accepted verbally. That is why it says: “as 
all” and not just “all.” Deed is really greatly distanced from 
desire and acceptance. It is only the acceptance itself that al- 
lows the deed to become like it... . 

4:186 


Our deeds are often very far from our intentions. This gap can 
be bridged, the hasidic master teaches, only within the 

framework of a true commitment to accept God’s kingdom. 

Such an oath of acceptance can have tremendous power over 

us, if we let it. 


— eS 2? 
[On the same verse:] 

Swearing by God’s name is meant to help the one who serves 
God... “A tower of strength is the name of God; in it run the 
righteous and the uplifted” (Prov. 18:10). The involvement 
with study of Torah and prayer gives holiness to ordinary Jews 
and allows them to purify their hearts. How much more does it 
do for the truly great among Israel. They are like [the angels] 
above, of whom it says that when they cannot rise so high as to 
crown God, they administer an oath to the crown, which then 


proceeds on its own and seats itself on the king’s head. Of such . 
help is the oath to the truly righteous, when they need it! 
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But “not anyone who wants to take the name may do so.” It 
is rather, as the Midrash goes on to say: we need to “fear the 
Lord your God, serve Him, and be attached to Him” (Deut. 
10:20). Only afterwards does it say “and swear by His name.” 

So the power of oaths is here given to the heads of the tribes. 
But the acceptance of God’s kingdom, recited by ordinary Jews 
every single day, is also an oath. Thus it says: “Seven times 
[sheva’ means both ‘seven’ and ‘oath’] a day I praise You” (Ps. 
119:164), referring to the Shema’ and its [seven] blessings each 
day. This acceptance is a help to them, just as they have been 
given help from above, for we are taught that “before a person 
comes into this world, he is given an oath that says: ‘Be right- 
eous, not wicked.’” Just as God renews Creation each day, so is 
this oath renewed on a daily basis, as it says: “which I command 
you this day” (Deut. 6:6). But this depends upon our awareness, 
as Scripture says: “You have affirmed the Lord your God... and 
the Lord your God has affirmed you .. . ” (Deut. 26:17-18). 

S67 


While very little of the magical element in Hasidism remains 
in the Sefat Emet, here we see some trace of it. The righteous 
have recourse to oaths (or “adjurations”) as do the angels, in 
seeking to reach into those places where they as mortals have 
no other authorization to go. This might be used as justifica- 
tion for recourse to amulets in healing and other practices 
that, while by no means the chief focus of religious life in the 
Hasidism of Ger, were never explicitly rejected. But how like 
the Sefat Emet, as soon as he has made the slightest mention 
of such a view, to hurry back to the daily oaths of ordinary 
Jews and provide another reminder, in the spirit of Kotsk, that 
everything depends upon us, and that God is present “only 
where you let Him in.” 


—— 


... There are three sins for which you are supposed to sacrifice 
your life rather than transgress. These are murder, forbidden 
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sexual liaisons, and worshipping idols. But evil talk is consid- 
ered as wicked as all three of these together, as the Midrash 
teaches. Parallel to them are three positive rungs: “fear Him”; 
“serve Him”; and “be attached to Him” (Deut. 10:20). After 
these comes [the commandment:] “and swear by His name,” 
referring to the power of the mouth and the tongue of the right- 
eous, making an impression both in heaven and on earth. These 
three plus one refer also to the three patriarchs and King David. 

But something of this is found in each person as well. First 
you must struggle to fulfill the Torah and commandments as 
they are set out for us; only then do you deserve to add some- 
thing of your own. Of this they said: “If someone says to you, 
‘I have struggled and found,’ believe him.” This is the “eternal 
life You have implanted in our midst”; God has hidden secrets 
of Torah within the mouths of Israel, as it says: “I have placed 
My words in your mouth” (Is. 51:16). When we struggle with 
Torah, this oral Torah within our hearts and mouths is 
reawakened.... 


4:189 


Israel are the vehicles of oral Torah; there is no such teaching 
until we give articulation and bring into language that which 
has been eternally hidden within our hearts. God’s secrets are 
waiting within us to be discovered and spoken. Only study 
of Torah, that same Torah by which we and all creatures were 
made, can so stimulate our hearts as to call forth the Torah 
hidden within each and every one of us. 

This is perhaps the most essential and valuable teaching in 
all of Hasidism: true Torah lies within you; the collective 
Torah and commandments are but a vehicle—albeit an es- 
sential vehicle—to help you release that endless flow of di- 
vine life and teaching that lies within your soul. 


== @ 


Our sages noted that all the other prophets opened their words _ 
with: “Thus says the Lord!” but Moses went beyond them and 
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said: “This is the word that the Lord has commanded” (Num. 
30:2). The difference between these two formulations is like 
that between the ten utterances (ma’amarot) of Creation and 
the Ten Commandments (dibrot; “words”). The utterances 
were only directed outward, announcing the divine will, as in 
“Let there be a firmament!” or “Let there be luminaries!” But 
word refers to the inner essence of speech itself, just as the 
noun “speaker” (medabber) defines the human being [and dis- 
tinguishes us from the animal kingdom]. The word is an es- 
sential speech-act, not an incidental one, as is the utterance. 

Such is also the distinction between “this is” and “thus.” 
There are various rungs of prophecy. The essential word is 
“garbed” and then flows forth to the rungs of utterance. That is 
why utterance is initiated with “thus” and speech with “this 
is.” That is why [at Sinai] Scripture says: “The Lord spoke all 
these words, saying .. .” (Ex. 20:1). First came speech; utter- 
ance [or “saying”] came only later. And such was the rung of Is- 
rael, as they received the Torah, that the inner divine word was 
revealed to them in speech, going beyond the ten utterances. 

Something like this distinction applies also to weekdays and 
the Sabbath. During the week, which exists by the power of 
the ten utterances, there is a particular creation on each day, 
as in “Let there be light!” or “Let there be a firmament!” But 
on the Sabbath there is no creation, and it says: “God blessed 
the seventh day” (Gen. 2:3). That was the essence of speech. 
On other days, when there is divine blessing, the word “bless” 
alternates with “said” or “saying,” as in “He blessed them and 
said: ‘Be fruitful and multiply’” (Gen. 1:28). But on the Sab- 
bath it just says “bless,” for this is speech itself. 

That is why the Torah, meaning the Ten Commandments 
[or “speech-acts”], was given on Shabbat, as we said above. 
Thus the Zohar says of the Sabbath that even though it has no 
food [i.e., manna] given on it, it is the source of all blessing. . . . 

4:190 


Though this text is somewhat obscure, both because of the 
inadequate terminology available to the Sefat Emet and due 
to its inadequate reflection in translation, careful attention 
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should be paid to it. The Sefat Emet is hinting here at a pro- 
found theology of language. He suggests that there are two 
types of speech-acts, which he designates by the terms ma’a- 
mar (“saying” or “utterance”) and dibbur (“word” or 
“speech”). Ma’amar is an act of speaking that is outer-di- 
rected; it has a goal beyond speech itself that it seeks to ac- 
complish. Such are God’s ten ma’amarot in Creation; their 
purpose is not that they be spoken, but that the world come 
to be. Such verbal activity is instrumental, rather than being 
an end in itself. Dibbur, on the other hand, exists for its own 
sake. It is an act of deepest self-revelation; its only intent is to 
bespeak the speaker. Such, our author hints (and this is in- 
deed a radical theological idea), is the divine speech of Sinai. 
God gives of Himself, turns Himself into language, as the 
Sefat Emet suggests elsewhere (Shavu’'ot 4:41; Ki Tavo’ 5:105). 
It is our ability to do the same, to offer of ourselves in verbal 
form—both to God in prayer and to others in the verbal shar- 
ing of intimacy—that makes us human. We are distinguished 
from the beasts not because of what we can do by means of 
verbal communication, but by the pure rung of shared rest 
and blessing to which that same verbal vessel can be raised. 


MASSE’EY 


“These are the journeys of the children of Israel who came out 
of Egypt. ... Moses wrote down their comings forth and their 
goings forward according to the word of the Lord; these are 
their goings forward and their comings forth” (Num. 33:1-2). 

Notice that the order is reversed from the beginning to the 
end of the verse. Scripture is telling us that all this “going for- 
ward” depends upon “coming forth” from Egypt. Only after 
all those journeys is the Exodus from Egypt complete; with 
each “going forward” they got farther from Egypt, until they 
reached the Land of Israel. 

A person who turns away from material things has to do so 
in order to cleave to God, to be a person of heart. We should 
not turn away from the corporeal because we find it repulsive. 
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In fact, that is why God gave such great beauty to physical 
things, so that our deed [in turning away from them] should 
be only for the sake of heaven. This is “their coming forth and 
their going forward.” But later, the farther one travels and the 
closer one comes to God, the more complete is the “coming 
forth,” the separation from the corporeal world. Each of these 
two helps the other. 
4:193f. 


There is a nice bit of spiritual insight here, a counsel that one 
could imagine exists in parallel forms in all the great tradi- 
tions of monasticism and abstinence. We should not turn 
from the corporeal world out of disdain for matter, but rather 
to seek God. On the other hand, the very process of seeking is 
surely aided by the degree to which we train ourselves to turn 
from the corporeal world. “Coming forth” from the Egypt of 
enslavement to wealth and material things and “going for- 
ward” in the journey to God and the Promised Land are two 

processes deeply intertwined with each other. 


—— 2 
“This is the land that will fall to you by inheritance” (Num. 
34:2). The Midrash says that here God showed to Moses each 
generation and its teachers. 

Surely the Canaanites had never experienced the category 
of the “Land of Israel.” It was only due to Israel’s preparation 
as they entered the land that the heavenly “Land of Israel” de- 
scended upon that earthly land. Thus we have been taught 
that the earthly Temple is parallel to one above. The same is 
true of the Land of Israel and of Jerusalem. It was this inward 
land that God showed to Moses. 

The children of Israel are themselves “borders” into which 
the holiness can flow; it was as they entered into their physi- 
cal borders that the [upper] Land “fell” into their inheritance. 
That is why God commanded that they leave none of the. 
Canaanites, for the upper land could not bear them. 
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The same is true of the individual as well: as we prepare our 
hearts and souls with Torah, so does God cause holiness to 
flow into us. Our sages spoke of this when they said [that a 
person should conduct himself] “as though a holy being were 
present in his loins.” 

4:194 


This text is translated here despite the disturbing nature of 
its message if translated into contemporary politics. The 
Canaanites, who had never known the true “Land of Israel,” 
were to be utterly exterminated, for the Holy Land could not 
bear their impure presence. 

When the Sefat Emet said these things, it was still incon- 
ceivable that Israel in premessianic times would have politi- 
cal power, along with the responsibility that comes with it. 
The “Canaanites” to him were a purely symbolic entity, a 
category of defilement symbolized by that ancient and now 
wholly nonexistent nation. But today, only a bit more than a 
century later, there are forces within the Jewish people that 
want to resurrect the “Canaanites,” identified with today’s 
non-Jewish inhabitants of the Holy Land, and demonize them 
as well. This reading of Judaism must be forcefully countered 
and rejected. We may claim that Jews have a unique rela- 
tionship with the Land of Israel, one indeed not quite shared 
even by Christians or Muslims. But we must do this entirely 
without transforming others into demonic or less than fully 
human beings. 

We also have the alternative of reading such texts on the 
individual moralistic level, as the Sefat Emet does. But when 
we do, we should recall that Islam too has a way of internal- 
izing its aggressive side in the form of the “spiritual jihad.” 
We would do well to see this parallel. It was perhaps only our 
many centuries of alienation from power that allowed us to 
carry out this spiritual sublimation of violent imperatives to 
such a high degree. Our return to power politics threatens to 
undo this process much more quickly. 


278 SEFER BE-MIDBAR 


—— 35 


Our sages said: “Whoever gives joy to the Sabbath is given an 
inheritance without limits.” They based this on... “the in- 
heritance of your father Jacob” (Is. 58:14). 

From God’s point of view, the flow is without interruption 
or limit. It is only because all that flows forth to a person has 
to come into this world (since we, while in the body, are at- 
tached to this world) that on the receiver’s end there are lim- 
its. On the Holy Sabbath, however, all creatures ascend to 
their true place. Thus it says of the Sabbath: “No person may 
go forth from his place” (Ex. 16:29). The Zohar says that 
“place” here refers to God. On the Holy Sabbath all is negated 
before Him, so surely the inheritance is “without limits.” 
This refers to the extra soul that Israel have on the Sabbath. 
A person’s capability to grasp things is limited on all other 
days, but on the Sabbath it is expanded beyond all quantifica- 
tion or measure. | 

This comes about through our ancestors, the patriarchs. A 
person who truly negates himself to return to his root is 
helped by the merits of our forefathers. 

The extra soul of the Holy Sabbath leaves an imprint on the 
body as well. Holy books teach us that after a person dies 
there is some “breath” [of that soul] left amid the bones. The 
same is true of the extra soul; it, too, leaves an imprint 
through all the days of the week. This of course depends upon 
how attached we are to that extra soul, how much we long 
not to be separated from it, and how hard that separation is 
for us. 


4:194 


Shabbat in the mystical tradition is a time for an entirely dif- 
ferent rung of existence to enter our lives. On Shabbat we live 
as spiritual superhumans, stepping beyond the ordinary limits 
of human consciousness, able to receive God’s blessing in the 
absolutely limitless way in which it is given. 
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The experience described here is a real one, though one 
known by most who speak of it as a rare and spontaneous 
event. The power of Jewish spiritual insight, linked always to 
the normative and halakhic tradition, is the ability to make 
such experiences regular and attainable, at least in some mo- 
ments of prayer, on each Sabbath day. 


remem: . 


Seabee)? abeet* a ee 


sal bie Bie 
t wera 
Ba tl aoe is He 
ae = ts 
o Co hae a eal 
‘93 Seog 
eo es rye Fa \ADBSE wy 
Bp a ti ae oe a 
rcin + “Cat Che Ss gfe Soom 
oe aretey ty © ame olor tae 
ye! (ee 
a ris 7 ! LG ‘ 
¥ . an Te hee 
— 
: 7.00 (hb eel renee 1 ae 
“4 i Rs. a te 
oh rT em oo tee a > 2m 
mg BP cam” 7 Em a pe be ates att ii i 
ee ga fete as : tee oP eee | re 
TP  Potea ® hee thie Soa) Hebb arys Oh 
Le TOR ree We). TSivey 
PSC cee Ok fs OF I OL GAAS 
ful ‘ef cL eign ering aor! haw 
tid tree ae aed at 
cs =: 
t 
a 
: pan bake el hel 11 ae a 


on. ae ace 


ar oe i 


SEFEK DEVARIM 


oe 


we Paget 


ET Se 


DEVARIM 


Cae RR ae 
——= = ————>S— SS ee eee a ee eT 
=a tl 
“These are the words Moses spoke” (Deut. 1:1). The Midrash 
comments that the language of Torah heals the tongue, as 
Scripture says: “The tree of life is a healing for the tongue” 
(Prov. 15:4). The Zohar compares Torah to a tree; it has 
branches, fruit, leaves, and bark in addition to the trunk of the 
tree itself, to which all these are joined. So, too, the Torah: it 
gives sustenance and life to all of Creation; each being is at- 
tached to it according to its own rung of holiness. For by Torah 
the Holy One created the world; all things are as a garment to 
the innermost point. 

The languages in which Torah is explained are also but a 
garb. The divine utterance is Torah itself, which is then garbed 
in other tongues. From this derives the “healing to the 
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tongue.” That is why the sages permitted bibles to be written 
in every language. Our text goes on to say: “Moses agreed to 
explain this teaching” (Deut. 1:5), and RaSHI says that he ex- 
plained it to them in seventy languages. This is why it says 
“explain” (be’er can also mean “well”’): the more broadly 
Torah’s light expands through its outer garments, the closer 
everything gets to the innermost. In this way the inner well- 
spring becomes most open. 

Scripture says: “Drink water from your cistern (bor), flow- 
ing from your well (be’er)” (Prov. 5:15). God placed a holy 
point into the very nature of each creature. The Jew in partic- 
ular has a holy soul. It is called “your cistern” for it is attached 
to the body. The more you take this soul-light upon yourself, 
drawing your deeds to follow this light, the more of spirit and 
higher soul is added to you. This opens the wellspring that 
flows without end; this is “flowing from your well.” 

So it is that after all this journeying about in the desert, dur- 
ing which Israel drew holy light into all those places, now 
Moses “explains” Torah like a flowing well. 

5:2 


The teaching that Torah preceded the world is well known to 
the ancient rabbis and is widely quoted. But the mystical 
view of that primordial Torah, represented here, is quite 
transformative. Torah as God speaks it is beyond any lan- 
guage; that includes the Hebrew of our own Torah-text. The 
written Torah itself is thus already commentary, the interpre- 
tation that Moses or ancient Israel gives to the transverbal 
utterance of God. 

Torah can exist in all the seventy (or, we would say, the 
many thousand) languages of humanity. For us as Jews, He- 
brew is first among those languages, and our Torah (our own 
cistern) is the first place we turn to discover the hidden 
speech of God. But even prior to Torah-text, as the Sefat Emet 
understands so well, is the silent turning inward, toward that 


silent wellspring out of which all words and interpretations 
ever flow. 


DEVARIM 285 


—- a 


In the Midrash: “The tree of life is a healing for the tongue” 
(Prov. 15:4). The language of Torah releases the tongue. The 
Midrash Tanhuma here quotes: “Then shall the lame leap like a 
deer, and the tongue of the mute shall shout aloud” (Is. 35:6). 
Because Moses said: “I am not a man of words” (Ex. 4:10), he 
earned the right to say: “These are the words” (Deut. 1:1). Thus 
we are told: “As a person measures himself, so is he measured.” 
Moses longed to be entirely Torah; that is why he said: “I am 
not a man of words.” [He sought to be] “a man of [only the 
Torah’s| words,” to be entirely Torah. We are defined as human 
by the power of speech, and that is what our speech should be. 
We should negate all our powers and our own form before the 
Word, the power of soul and divinity, that lies within us. 

This is how the rabbis understood Moses’ statement: “Who 
am / that I should go before Pharaoh” (Ex. 3:11). “Did You not 
say,” Moses demands of God, ‘I will surely raise you out?’” 
(Gen. 46:4) [i.e., it is God’s “I,” not Moses’, that should go be- 
fore Pharaoh]. But this word was actually fulfilled through 
Moses, who was entirely Torah; “Shekhinah spoke from 
within his throat.” 

Thus Scripture says: “’Are not My words like fire?’ says the 
Lord” (Jer. 23:29). It is the way of fire that all who draw near to 
it are turned into fire. So it was with Moses: he became en- 
tirely Torah. Something like this happens to everyone who 
studies Torah; such a person is transformed into a “master of 
Torah,” all in accordance with the amount of study. 

But in fact all of Creation came about through Torah; “In 
the beginning God created” (Gen. 1:1} is interpreted to mean: 
“God looked into the Torah and created.” Thus too it is writ- 
ten: “All is called by My name, and for My glory I created it” 
(Is. 43:7), to which the rabbis said: “All God created in the 
world was created only for God’s glory,” and “glory” refers 
only to Torah. Every creature teaches us something; there is a 
way to learn from each of them the glory and the will of God. 
This is the song that lies within each creature. 


286 SEFER DEVARIM 


In the future, when all is redeemed “and the tongue of the 
mute shall shout aloud,” God’s glory shall be raised up from 
within all tongues. But for now “the tongue is mute,” so cov- 
ered by corporeality that the inwardness hidden within it cannot 
be seen. The redemption of all tongues shall come about 
through the power of the holy tongue given to Israel. Thus Scrip- 
ture says: “he explained (be’er) the Torah,” in seventy languages. 

This is also the meaning of “These are the words that Moses 
spoke... in the desert, in the plain, facing Suf, between Paran 
and Tofel...” (Deut. 1:1). All those places were far from the 
holiness, and Moses created openings, gates of Torah, in each 
one of them, something like what will be in the future. This is 
also the meaning of “Moses agreed to explain.” He began; 
Messiah ben David will complete it. 

5:16-17 


There is an openness in this teaching to an authentic univer- 
salism that is rare in Jewish sources. All the tongues of hu- 
manity praise God, each in their own distinctive way but as ° 
part of the universal chorus. The Moses who “created open- 
ings, gates of Torah” in all the places and tongues of the world 
is not like the religiously imperialistic missionary who trans- 
lates his own Bible into all the languages and thus rejoices at 
the spread of God’s word. Here the “openings” have to come 
from within those languages and the cultures that are an in- 
separable part of them. If we understand that there is really 
but one God and listen to the prophet who says: “Everywhere 
incense and sacrifice are offered to My name” (Mal. 1:11), we 
will begin to understand our task as participants in and lis- 
teners to the truly universal human chorus. 


== 3 


[In the haftarah] “An ox knows its owner, an ass its master’s 
crib: Israel does not know, My people takes no thought” (Is. 1:3). 
Does this mean, God forbid, that Israel know God even less _ 
than an ox? Do they not recite blessings and prayers to God? 
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But it is God’s will that Israel discover and raise up God’s 
rule in all creatures. Thus it was in the time of wholeness, 
when the Temple stood. When we offered regular sacrifices 
each day, we were drawing all creatures near and joining them 
to God. Then were the nations also submissive to God's 
blessed name. Thus Jerusalem is called “the faithful city” (vs. 
21). This really refers to the entire world, because in those 
days all creatures were drawn to their root. This is the mean- 
ing of “Israel does not know”—to bring forth this “knowing” 
and attachment to all creatures. .. . 

orl 


Here we are appropriately reminded that the chorus is not 
only human. It is all of God’s creatures that we are to per- 
ceive in harmonious praise of the Creator. The Temple- 
nostalgic Judaism of the past was able to see this “uplifting” 
of all creatures to the praise of God through the sacrificial sys- 
tem: by offering the animal on the altar and consuming its 
flesh in holiness we brought it to participation in the praise of 
God. A new Judaism will have to be more humble about our 
role in relation to the animal kingdom, finding ways other 
than slaughter and consumption by which to seek out the 
spirit of the One that lies within the animal world as well as 
all that lives. 
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“You shall love YHWH your God” (Deut. 6:5). The Midrash 
quotes: “Whom do I have in heaven; I desire none alongside 
You in earth” (Ps. 73:25). This means one should want nothing 
but God. 

“With all your soul”—“with every single soul-breath that 
God has created in you.” And the meaning of “be-khol 
levavekha” is not “with all your heart,” as most people inter- 
pret it. But rather, we need to become aware that each feeling 
we have is only the life-force that comes from God. “A person 
does not bang his finger below unless it is decreed from 
above”; we are but “the axe in the woodchopper’s hand.” 

This is the meaning of “YHWH is one.” It goes beyond the 
fact that there is just one God; there is YHWH and nothing else. 
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Every thing that exists is only His blessed life, but it is hidden. 

The same is true of His blessed will. Therefore, the love of God 

has to be in every feeling a person has. This is “all your heart.” 
5:18 


Here we have the mystical claim of Hasidism in its most 
undiluted form. Since nothing but God is real, we should 
both seek and find nothing but God in all of our lives. Every 
feeling and emotion, every want and desire, come from 
nowhere other than the being and will of God. To worship 
God with “all your heart” requires recognizing this truth and 
living in response to it. 

How would we begin to make this teaching real in our reli- 
gious and emotional lives: It would require two steps: a great 
opening and a great directing. The first step is one of radical 
self-acceptance and inclusion. “I will stop fighting off my 
thoughts, stop picking and choosing among my desires. All of 
them, even those I like least, have their root in God, for there is 
no other root.” The second step is that of directing and uplifting - 
each of these thoughts and desires. Try addressing each of your 
desires this way: “The game is up, O desire. You can’t fool me 
any more. I know that you too come from God, even if in fallen 
form. Now I will take you back to your root, using the energy 
you arouse in me to give to God in yet a more whole way.” 

This teaching does not answer for us the critical question of 
which desires or emotions we may act upon, celebrating God’s 
presence in the fulfillment of desire, and which we must hold 
back, worshipping God with transformed desire alone. The 
spiritual life requires a proper balancing between these two; 
it is the critical role of halakhah—whether the old or a new 
form—to offer us guidance as to where those lines are drawn. 


=— 2 


The commentators raise an objection in Maimonides’ name 
to the commandment of “You shall love” and similar pas- 
sages, asking how it is possible to command regarding matters — 
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that have to do with human nature. But the truth is that this 
objection is its own answer, for from it we learn that it is in 
the nature of every Jew to love God with full heart and soul. 
But this natural inclination is buried deep within the heart, of 
the willful longing to seek out this love it is said: “I have 
struggled, I have found.” 

In Sifre it says: “’These words . . . shall be upon your heart’ 
(Deut. 6:6). Why is this said? But because it says ‘You shall 
love’ and I do not know how [to fulfill that commandment, 
Scripture teaches that] when you place the words upon your 
heart, you will come to know the One who spoke and caused 
the world to be.” By placing the words on your heart always 
and longing to come to the love of God, the spirit of holiness 
that dwells within you will be revealed to you. Of this we say 
(in the Torah blessings): “He implanted eternal life with us.” 

The point is that all the commandments of Torah are general 
rules. But the details—how to achieve fulfillment of the com- 
mandment—are oral teaching. That is why “the words of the 
scribes [i.e., the oral law] are more beloved than words of 
Torah.” The words of the sages are introductions on how to ful- 
fill those commandments laid out in Scripture. The words of 
Scripture are addressed to the perfected person, the one who has 
such wholeness as to grasp it all on his own [from within]. This 
is why it is literally called “the Torah that is in your mouth.” 

Even if it is hard for us to imagine fulfilling “with all your 
heart,” we should still have that willful longing to reach it at 
all times. For it is through this longing that gates open in the 


human heart. 
5:20 


Why are we to place the words “upon our heart”? To ask the 
question more broadly, what is the function of “organized re- 
ligion”? Why do we need all these symbols, sacred times, holy 
words, and all the rest of religion’s endowment to us: Here 
we are given a clear hasidic answer: “So that the spirit of ho- 
liness that dwells within you will be revealed to you.” 

The Spirit is already there in you, as it is in every person. 
God endows each of us with a soul fully capable of the deep- 
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est spiritual understanding. What we need to do is to become 
aware of this, to open ourselves to a presence that awaits us 
from within. Religion is there to help us do that, to give us 
the language and tools with which to bring our own divine 
souls to life. 


—— 2 


“This day we have seen that God may speak with a person, 
and that person may live. Now why should we die, for this 
great fire will consume us if we continue to hear. . . . You ap- 
proach and hear all that the Lord God will speak, and you 
speak tous...” (Deut. 5:21-24). 

New life was added to the children of Israel as they heard 
each one of the Ten Commandments. We can learn this by in- 
ference from lesser to greater. When Scripture says, “He blew 
into his nostrils the breath of life and Adam became a living 
soul” (Gen. 2:7), we learn that the divine breath gave him vi- - 
tality. How much more must this have been true as God spoke 
these Ten Commandments to the children of Israel. Surely Is- 
rael were created again, made into new beings, with each and 
every one. That is why the sages said that at each command- 
ment the souls of Israel passed away from them. As they were 
created anew, their former rung passed away, just as we have 
to die prior to the coming resurrection of the dead. 

This is the real meaning of “God may speak . . . and that 
person live’”—more and more life was added to them with 
each word God spoke. They rose upward, level after level, 
until they were prepared to become just like the angels. Now 
the rung of Moses, the man of God, was one that obliterated 
all corporeality. But Israel were not able to receive that much. 
That is why they said to him: “You approach. ... ” He was 
standing right there with them! But as they kept going up, 
rung after rung, they found that they could reach no higher. 

This is also why Israel were warned: “Take great care for 
your souls, for you saw no form” (Deut. 4:15), while of Moses | 
Scripture says: “He sees the form of the Lord” (Num. 12:8). 
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Only because he was totally separated from corporeality was 
he entitled to see. For surely it is impossible to grasp the form 
of God as long as you have any relation to corporeal form. 
Only as the corporeal is completely negated [can one “see” 
God]. That, too, is why God reproved Aaron and Miriam, say- 
ing: “Why were you not afraid to speak against My servant 
Moses?” (ibid.). 

That is why Moses said this to them. Because they did not 
go up to that rung, and they asked him to approach God, they 
were told “You saw no form.” Your souls were not fully sepa- 
rated from the corporeal, and thus you need to take great care. 
If only they had been on the rung of Moses! For he, as we 
know, is entirely good—and needed no such care. 

B25 


At Sinai all of Israel were “born again.” Letting go as much as 
we could of the corporeal world and our corporeal selves, we 
were allowed to ascend to higher consciousness, or to descend 
into ever deeper levels of understanding God, the world, and 
ourselves. We could not get to the point, however, where all 
the lines between these are obliterated and where there ex- 
ists but one form, the shi’ur komah, or “form” of God. This is 
a state of perception that requires total separation from the 
corporeal, and we are allowed to know it only through our 
participation in Moses’ vision, but not through our own. 

The unwillingness of Israel to let go entirely of attachment 
to the corporeal world should not be viewed as failure. What 
we have here is a conscious self-portrayal of Judaism as the re- 
ligion of a people that does not seek complete detachment. We 
have too many commitments to this world—seeking justice 
and equity in it, raising up the downtrodden, bringing it to 
wholeness and peace—to let it simply evaporate into nothing- 
ness and illusion. By holding onto our this-worldly commit- 
ments, we sacrifice some levels of mystical depth, to be sure. 
But a glimpse of these, too, is allowed us through the prophet, 
who is permitted to let go more and thus travel higher. 
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“If you surely listen to My commandments...” (Deut. 11:13). 
RaSHI, quoting the Sifre, notes that this passage constitutes a 
warning both to the individual and the community. Every day 
the Torah’s warning is renewed in the souls of Israel, in gen- 
eral and in particular. But a person gets to hear this voice 
“which I command you this day” only insofar as he worships 
God. Everything depends upon the person. 

That is why it says “If you surely hear” (lit.: “If you hear, 
hear”). The first “hear” refers to the raising of that voice and 
the second to our “hearing” and accepting the command. The 
same is true of the verse that says: “They do His word” and 
then goes back to say again “to hear the sound of His word” 


(Ps. 103:20-21). 
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“ which I command you (etkhem) this day.” All was cre- 
ated by the twenty-two letters of the Torah [from aleph to tav, 
the first two letters of etkhem] and every Jew contains an im- 
print of those letters that belong to him. All Israel contain the 
twenty-two letters. These letters are renewed each day in their 
various permutations. So “which I command you” can also be 
read as “which I command the twenty-two letters within you.” 

If Israel merit this renewal, all of Creation is blessed for 
them. Thus: “I will put grass in your field” (Deut. 13:15) and 
so forth. And this is [the conclusion of the passage] “like the 
days of heaven upon the earth” (Deut. 13:21). “Days” refers to 
spiritual lights. As long as heavenly “days” shine upon the 
earth and can be revealed in the world, Israel will continue to 
inherit the land. 

5:49 


How is it that we are capable of hearing God’s word? What is 
it about the human being that gives us the consciousness 
with which to respond to the divine command: The hasidic - 
tradition answers that it is the Torah within us, the divine 
letters implanted within the human soul, that respond to 
those same letters when they rearrange themselves as divine 
commandment. The voice of Torah beyond calls forth to the 
Torah within. Our response brings about a renewal of life that 
affects not only us but all the world around us. 


= 2° 


“If you surely listen to My commandments . . . to serve Him 
with all your heart” (Deut. 11:13). RaSHI comments that one 
should not study in order to become wealthy or to be called 
“rabbi” [or for any other extraneous reason], but only out of 
love. 

The verse then means that the purpose of the command- 
ments is to come to the love of God. How is it possible for a 
person to love his Creator [given the vast difference between 
God and humans]? The philosophers also ask how a com- | 
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mandment can apply in the case of love, if the soul doesn’t 
love of its own accord. They asked this not out of wisdom, 
however, but because they were lacking in commands. In Is- 
rael love is aroused through the commandments. 

In the Sefer ha-Yashar of Rabbenu Tam it says that the root 
of love is the lover becoming like unto the beloved. Thus 
when God sanctified us through His commandments and 
ways, and when we make our ways and deeds like His, we be- 
come attached to Him. “Become attached to His ways”; the 
mitsvah is thus called because it indicates joining and at- 
tachment, as in the verse: “They are a joining of grace... ” 
(Prov. 1:9). 

God’s giving us the mitsvot was an act of unearned love. It 
was to offer Israel merit that we were given so much of teach- 
ings and commandments, in order that we purify our deeds to 
become like our Creator. The 613 commandments purify the 
248 limbs and 365 sinews in the person. In this way we attain 
the love of God. ... 

5:50f. 


“Do all for the sake of love!” is a cry heard from the lips of 
mystics throughout the world. Each tradition clothes this 
longing in its own garb; here in the heart of a Judaism very 
much centered on laws and commandments, we find a pas- 
sage that could be read and appreciated by anyone who has 
experienced the love of God and the attraction that ever draws 
the beloved to the One. In Judaism it is the commandments 
themselves that play this role. There is no tension here be- 
tween “love” and “law.” How can there be, when the mitsvot 
in all their finest detail serve as pathways to the love of God: 


== 5 


When commanding the blessing after meals, the Torah says: 

. you will eat and be sated. Take care lest .. . ” (Deut. 
11:15-16). For “a person rebels only when sated.” So it appears 
that [the verse] “you will eat and be sated and bless the Lord 


298 SEFER DEVARIM 


your God” (Deut. 8:10) comes to set this aright, to keep one 
from rebellion. On the contrary, the verse shows that one can 
derive blessing [and not only rebellion] from food. 

Scripture says: “A person does not live by food alone; one 
lives by all that comes forth from the mouth of God” (Deut. 
8:3). The ARI of blessed memory explained that the life- 
energy of God’s word within the food is that which sustains 
the soul, just as the corporeal food sustains the body. It is by 
means of the blessings we recite that we find the inner food 
to nourish the soul. Surely, since God made the food that 
nourishes humans, there is sustenance in it for the inner self 
as well. By means of Torah we find that inward food. 

All the commandments contain the two basic aspects of 
“remember” and “keep.” “Remember” is the positive side, to 
awaken the inner self and the sparks of holiness that dwell 
within everything. “Keep” is the negative side, that which 
guards against outwardness and the “shells,” so that one does 
not go too far in this drawing out. These two aspects exist in 
everything in the world. That is why the Torah says: “be sated - 
and bless”; this refers to “remember,” mentioning aloud. This 
is immediately followed by “Take care lest ... ” which refers 
to guarding in the heart. 

That is why the rabbis taught: Whoever speaks words of 
Torah at the table, it is as though they had eaten from the 
table of the Everpresent, as Scripture says: “He said to me: 
This is the table that is before the Lord” (Ezek. 41:22). Once 
words of Torah are spoken there, it becomes God's table. This 
is as we have said above, that words of Torah enable one to 
find the holy inward aspect of food. 

The sages pointed at this when they said: “If there is no 
flour [sustenance], there is no Torah.” That refers to the inner 
part of “flour” that sustains the soul. But also: “If there is no 
Torah, there is no flour”; without the power of Torah, the in- 
ward quality of the food would not reveal itself. That is why 
the Talmud teaches that both “covenant” and “Torah” are to 
be mentioned in the blessing after eating. By means of both 
the covenant sealed in our flesh and Torah, we can set about. 
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finding that inward sustenance which comes from the place 
of holiness to nourish our souls. 


5:46 


The view of eating as a sacred act has an important place in 
Judaism, reaching back to most ancient sources. The com- 
munal meals of the early Pharisaic brotherhoods, at which 
the blessing after meals was probably first formulated, saw 
the table as God’s altar and the meal eaten in holiness as a 
copy of that which took place in the Holy Temple. Much later, 
the table |tish) of the hasidic master, the setting where teach- 
ings like these were usually offered, was regarded in the same 
way. When the hasidic masters spoke of serving God through 
ordinary everyday human activities, eating and drinking are 
frequently mentioned as examples. 

Satedness can indeed lead us away from God, down the 
path of “rebellion”; we in our oversated generation certainly 
know that truth. But Judaism does not call upon us to reject 
plenitude or to take on voluntary poverty. The fact that we 
are blessed with plenty can also be turned around, by mind- 
fulness combined with generosity, keeping us aware that both 
soul and body are sustained by the unending gifts of God. 
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“See, I place before you this day a blessing and a curse. The 
blessing, that you listen to the commandments of the Lord 
your God...” (Deut. 11:26-27). 

The Midrash says here that both soul and Torah are compared 
to candles. “The soul in the verse: ‘A candle of the Lord is the 
soul of man’ (Prov. 20:27) and Torah in [the verse:] ‘The com- 
mandment is a candle and Torah is light’ (ibid. 6:23). God says to 
the person: ‘My candle is in your hand and yours is in mine. . . .’” 

In everything there is a living point from the Life of Life. 
But that inwardness lies hidden in this world. The Jew has to 
arouse and reveal this inwardness that lies within all things 
by means of the commandments. Every deed involves some 
divine command, either a “Do” or a “Do not.” Through the 
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mitsvot we bring all our deeds near to Him. This is [the mean- 
ing of] “My candle is in your hand.” Each person has to give 
light to the hidden point, which is as though in prison until 
we have the strength to light up its darkness. 

This point is itself “the blessing, that you listen. ...” When 
you attach yourself to the point within each thing, you will 
come to see that it is the blessing. Then, indeed, “See”—by 
negating yourself before the point. 

This is the meaning of the Sabbath, of which it says: “And 
He blessed .. . ” (Gen. 2:3). Shabbat is a self-negation and in- 
clusion within the point; that is where the blessing dwells. 
The sages also spoke of peace as a “vessel that holds blessing.” 
This, too, is the point from God. It brings all things to be and 
is called “peace,” because it is the fullness (shalom/shelemut) 
of all things, the blessing. 

5:54 


This strongly mystical teaching features a rather concrete 
image of divine blessing; it is something like a substance that’ 
dwells or inheres in all that is, forming the innermost sub- 
stratum of being. As we turn inward, something that can be 
done in every human deed, we discover the fullness of God’s 
blessing, waiting for us to release it from the prison of hid- 
denness and bring it to light. 


== 2 


“See, I place before you this day a blessing and a curse. The 
blessing, that you listen to the commandments of the Lord 
your God that I command you this day, and the curse, if you 
do not listen...” (Deut. 11:26-28). 

Note that in the blessing it says “that you listen,” but in 
the curse it says “if.” Goodness exists within the Jewish peo- 
ple by their very nature; sin is only incidental. That is why a 
Jew’s good intentions are joined to his deed [even if inade- 
quate, according to the law], but such is not done with ill in-. 
tentions. Israel as a whole certainly heard and accepted the 
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Torah. Even if they have fallen away since then, each day they 
are given the choice anew; “I place before you this day.” The 
“I” of receiving the Torah [of “I am the Lord your God” al- 
lows the two choices to stand before us every day. Thus we 
are taught to accept the yoke of God's rule each day as we re- 
cite the Shema’. This is [the meaning of] “that you listen.” 
Even if there is some sin—and indeed “there is no one so 
righteous as to do good and never sin” (Eccles. 7:20}—it is only 
passing. 
5:61 


The generosity with which the Sefat Emet was willing to 
judge Jews, including the large number in the Warsaw of his 
day who were flagrantly violating the commandments, shows 
Hasidism at its finest. Only a truly expansive soul would 
have been able to love Torah as he did and at the same time 
see through to the essential goodness of Jews, even those who 
stood outside the domain of Torah. 

Our day calls for a universalization of this ethic. Since every 
person is born with the essential divine point within, each 
child of the human race must contain that essential goodness. 
If not all have been to Sinai, all are descended from Eden and 
thus contain a memory of the hidden light, to which they long 
to return. As Jews we find the way to seek out that light in the 
commandments of Torah; that is our special gift. Others may 
find other wise and inspired teachings that lead them back to 
the light. But the essential inner goodness of humanity knows 
no boundaries of nation. Neither does the ease with which 
both persons and societies can shut out that light, keep their 
own inwardness hidden, and commit the most unspeakable 
violations against their own humanity and that of others. 


“The place where the Lord your God shall choose from amid 


all your tribes to place His name; you shall seek out His 
dwelling and come there” (Deut. 12:5). 
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The sages said: “Seek by means of a prophet . . . seek and 
you shall find, and then let the prophet confirm it, as is told of 
David who swore: ‘I shall not come home to my own tent or 
lie upon my bed, giving sleep to my eyes or rest to my eyelids, 
until I find a place for the Lord, a dwelling for the Mighty One 
of Jacob,” (Ps. 132:3-5). See the discussion in Sifre. 

Scripture says “which the Lord . . . shall choose,” but this 
choice was not revealed to them at once; they had to seek it 
out. The Land of Israel and the Temple depend upon human 
service, and that is why the sages taught that they require 
seeking. 

The same was true in the case of Abraham our Father. When 
God said to him: “Go forth . . . to the land that I will show 
you” (Gen. 12:1), He did not at once tell him where it was to 
be. The same was true of the specific site of the Temple; Is- 
rael had to seek it out. 

First Scripture tells us to “destroy utterly all the places 
where the nations worshipped” (Deut. 12:2}, cleansing the 
land of all defilement, and only afterwards [to] “seek out His 
dwelling.” The Temple is called “rest and inheritance.” Just 
as the Sabbath contains rest, which is holiness revealed in 
time, and all the darkness of time passes away before it, so, 
too, is there a place of rest, that of the Temple, the place where 
the “other” force has no power. The same is true in the realm 
of souls; the holy spirit is called rest, as in the case of Baruch 
[ben Neriah, Jeremiah’s scribe], who said: “I have not found 
rest” (Jer. 45:3). A person should seek out those places, times, 
and souls in which holiness is revealed. This is the meaning of 
“seek out His dwelling.” 

This commandment really applies to each individual: first 
we have to remove the “other” from our souls, then “seek His 
dwelling.” But how much more is it true of all Israel: we seek, 
plead, supplicate God to restore prophecy, so that the holy 
spirit [may] dwell in our midst as it did of old. 


5:62 


The Sefat Emet’s fascination with the parallel between these. 
three dimensions of existence—space, time, and person—is a 
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frequent theme in his teachings. Each of them contains a sa- 
cred element, one that can be discovered and realized only 
as a result of our ongoing search. 


— 


“When the Lord your God widens your border as He has 
promised, and you say ‘Let me eat meat,’ for your soul desires 
to eat meat, according to the whole desire of your soul shall 
you eat meat” (Deut. 12:20). 

The Midrash quotes: “A person’s giving broadens him and 
places him before the great” (Prov. 18:16) and also: “He deals 
justly with the oppressed and gives bread to the hungry; the 
Lord releases the captive” (Ps. 146:7). 

Obviously, one who gives to God a gift from the heart is 
broadened by this very act. All of constriction comes about 
only through the hiding caused by externality; it is only a trial. 
When a person overcomes his own willfullness and sets it aside 
for the sake of God's will, this in itself opens up the inward and 
negates the hiding. This is the meaning of “broadens him.” 

Now the verse says: “According to the whole desire of your 
soul you shall eat meat,” responding to... “Let me eat meat.” 
But the commentators have noted that Scripture does not say 
“the whole desire of your body” but rather “your soul.” See 
the words of Rabbi Moses Alsheikh: “The whole desire of your 
soul” is that of which the Torah has already said: “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul” 
(Deut. 6:5). Then “the whole desire of your soul” must mean 
“for the sake of heaven.” 

The meaning is as follows: if you will not be removed from 
your innermost attachment to God even by this will, then the 
eating is permitted, as long as it does not remove you from 
your main love, “the whole desire of your soul.” Once you are 
attached to God by that main love, this permits the forbidden 
[mattir issur] and [diminishes] the power of the “other side” 
found in all material things. This is the meaning of “the Lord 
releases the captive” /mattir asurim]. 
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All things come to exist through YHWH. But the point is 
hidden, and we have to broaden it. This depends upon the 
point within us: the more we expand our souls, the more God 
is revealed to us in every place. This is the meaning of “when 
the Lord your God widens your border”—the point spreads 
forth and “broadens” or expands throughout the human soul. 

5:54 


The very radical implications of this teaching sound more 
like Hasidism in its first generations than in the late nine- 
teenth century. It may be no surprise to the experienced 
reader that it comes from the Sefat Emet’s first year as rebbe. 
If attachment to God is so intense that it can permit the 
otherwise forbidden with regard to eating meat, why could it 
not do so with regard to eating only certain (i.e., nonkosher) 
meat? Or even more strongly, could not such an argument be 
used to justify immoral behavior, removing all restraints be- 
fore the self-proclaimed lover of God? 

For the hasidic rebbe, one may argue, the issues are settled. © 
The law of Torah is in force, and this explanation is brought 
only in a case where the Torah itself seems to have changed 
the prior law (cf. Lev. 17). But for those of us who stand in a 
less clear position regarding the law, this view is indeed a 
challenging and dangerous one. Yes, we must ever work to 
broaden the bounds of the holy. But we also need forms 
within which the holy can be contained, as well as a com- 
mitment to restraint and self-control that will not allow us 
to say: “For those who love God, everything is permitted!” 
Nothing could be further from the intent of the Sefat Emet. 

For a later teaching on the same theme, see the following 
text. 


== 5 


In the Midrash: “Listen and give ear; do not be haughty, for 
the Lord has spoken” {Jer. 13:15). Said Rabbi Tanhuma: The | 
blessed Holy One said: “Listen to words of Torah and do not 
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speak haughtily, for the Lord has spoken.” Therefore, Scrip- 
ture says [in the present tense]: “Behold, I place before you 
today blessing and curse” (Deut. 11:26). 

Indeed, these two paths stand before a person at all times. 
The Sifre offers a parable of an elder standing at the crossroads 
and warning those who pass, saying: “This path that begins in 
brambles ends up being straight [whereas the path that looks 
straight will end up in brambles].” 

The tsaddik also stands always between two paths that 
branch off right and left. That is why they said: “Whoever is 
greater than his companion, his [evil] urge is also greater.” The 
sages further said: “In the future, the blessed Holy One will 
bring forth the evil urge and slaughter it. To the righteous it 
will appear as a great mountain, and they will weep, saying: 
‘How were we ever able to battle it!’ But to the wicked it will 
appear as a hairbreadth, and they will weep: ‘How were we 
never able to conquer it!’” 

The fact is that there is always only a hairbreadth. But the 
righteous, as they overcome each hairbreadth, go on to en- 
counter another. They keep doing so forever, until they accu- 
mulate so many as to seem like a mountain. But the wicked is 
one who stands still, always facing that same hairbreadth. 
This is why “the righteous have no rest in this world.” 

This is also the reason no one should become too proud for 
having ascended some rung. For in that place, too, there will 
be two paths. But this is how the righteous earn their bless- 
ing, by ever leaving the wicked path and choosing the good. 


This is their reward for the future. .. . 
5:57 


Here is a passage of which the Sefat Emet’s contemporaries, 
the mussarists, or moral teachers, would have been proud. 
Every moment in life is one of choice. This is the very essence 
of our human situation. “Righteousness” is here defined as 
moral courage—the ability to meet each of these situations, 
make the decision, and move forward to the next. This vision 
of life is at once endlessly challenging and endlessly exciting. 
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“Appoint for yourselves judges and officers throughout your 
land” (Deut. 16:18). This can be read in connection with the 
hint that my grandfather, of blessed memory, found to the 
month of Elul in the verse: “He has made us and not we our- 
selves” (Ps. 100:3). There is a variance between the written 
text and the oral reading in this verse. One says ve-lo’ anahnu 
(“and not we ourselves”) while the other reads ve-lo anahnu 
(“and we are His”). These two words Jo’ and Jo make up the 
spelling of the name Elul. 

These two aspects depend upon one another. The more a 
person can negate his own self (“and not we ourselves”), the 
closer that person can draw to God (“we are His”). These are 
the two parts of the service of God. First we have to negate 
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the body and the corporeal world. For this we need “officers,” 
who can force the body to change its ways, to “turn from evil” 
(Ps. 34:15]. Then one can draw near to the Creator “and do 
good.” For this we need to be judges, to take hold [of God] 
with our minds.... 

S372 


At first sight the contemporary reader may rebel against this 
text. “Negating the body” is not what we had hoped to find 
in Hasidism! Is not the body, too, divine Creation? Surely that 
seems to be the thrust of many other teachings in this volume. 

Today we might choose our words differently; we might say 
“train” or “discipline” rather than “negate.” But the twin as- 
pects of religious life as presented here remain constants. The 
regularity of discipline requires an overcoming of willfulness, 
a training of the self, including the body, to accept a pattern 
of regular religious forms even when it seems unwilling. It 
also includes liberating the self from compulsive behaviors 
that do the body harm. This life of religious discipline alter-. 
nates with moments of grace and insight when the mind 
reaches to heights or depths of awareness that are the fruit of 
its daily training. 


—— 


Certain times, we are told, are “times of favor” before God. 
These include the month of Elul, the time of the third Sabbath 
meal, and others. We are told this even though we know that 
time itself does not apply to God! The truth is that these are 
times of favor for humans, moments in which we are more able 
to draw near and attach ourselves to God with the inward desire 
of our hearts. God is filled with favor, but we must deserve to 
come close to Him. “As the face in the water is to the face” 
(Prov. 27:19}—as a person has compassion on himself, seeing 
that he contains a holy point of godliness, while yet formed of 
matter, so too is great compassion for him aroused in heaven. 
5:68 
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Here the hasidic master offers a partly “naturalistic” reading 
of divine favor. Nothing in God is changed by the coming of 
certain moments in the calendar or special times. The divine 
well overflows with grace at every moment. It is only we who 
need those sacred times to inspire and refresh us, so that we 
will have mercy on ourselves and go drink of those ever- 
flowing waters. When we treat ourselves with compassion 
and forgiveness, those same forces will reveal themselves 
from beyond us as well. 


— o> 


“Appoint for yourselves judges and officers.” This is [not only 
a commandment, but] also a promise to the Jew, saying: “You 
will be able to make yourself into your own judge and officer.” 
Thus it says that “a person is led in whatever direction he 
seeks to go.” Some want to seek the truth. Others find their 
minds not whole enough and long to be forced along the way. 
In this, too, a person can find help; these are the [inner] 
“judges and officers.” 

The main thing is to seek truth. Scripture says: “Justice, 
justice shall you pursue” (Deut. 16:20), and of lies it says: 
“Stay far from false words” (Ex. 23:7). I heard from my grand- 
father in the name of the Rabbi of Przysucha that of no other 
prohibition does the Torah say to “stay far” from it. Only the 
sages added their warnings to that effect. But of lying, the 
Torah itself says: “stay far,” to show you how serious this 
prohibition really is. 

We find the converse with regard to truth. “Justice, justice 
shall you pursue” is a formula said in no other case, because 
this is the foundation of everything. That is why it says “pur- 
sue.” We can never really come to truth in the fullest sense 
within this lying world. We have to keep pursuing justice, 
knowing that we have not yet attained it. 

When we pursue justice in this world, we attain it fully in 
the world to come. The verse goes on to say “so that you will 
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live and inherit. ... ” This is a hint at the next world, one that 
is all life. 
5:72 


The call for honesty in this teaching is an important one to 
keep in focus, especially when dealing with religious thought 
and the life of the spirit. The line between being subtle and 
being slipshod, or between transcending intellectual objec- 
tions and simply avoiding them, is itself very hard to draw. 
The traditions of Przysucha and Kotsk, in which this book 
was written, stood firmly against any sort of dishonesty or 
self-deception in the religious life. So should we. 


= 4 


“Justice, justice shall you pursue.” There is no final depth or 
end to justice and truth; we always have to go deeper, seeking 
out the truth within truth. It is not “true” until the person is _ 
entirely unified and prepared for God’s service. Thus ’emet 
(truth) contains the first, middle, and last of the Hebrew letters. 

The Yehudi of Przysucha taught that the word “justice” is 
repeated here to say that even in the pursuit of justice, you 
have to engage justly, without lies. 


5:68 


In a biblically based vision of social justice, it always re- 
mains clear that the ends never justify the means. 


=5 


“For these nations . . . listen to sorcerers and magicians. You 
should not do thus, but [to] a prophet from within your 
midst . . .“ (Deut. 18:14). 

... Sorcery and magic are [a way of tuning in] to the forces 
of nature. These come about through the ten utterances by 
which God created the world. But Israel were chosen in a way 
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that elevates them above nature, [where the ten utterances be- 
come manifest as] the Ten Commandments. Of them it is 
written: “They do His word to hear the sound of His word” 
(Ps. 103:20). By committing all their actions to the Creator and 
saying: “All that the Lord says, we shall do” (Ex. 19:8}, they 
merited hearing the spoken word. 

This was to prepare them for future generations, when all 
the people of God were supposed to become prophets. They 
were forever to hear the word of God. But then their souls 
passed out of them as the first words were uttered, and they 
said to Moses: “I can listen no more to the voice of God... ” 
(Deut. 18:16). Then the power to hear God’s word remained 
only with the prophets, and their power depended upon Israel’s 
resisting the magicians. . . . This was all part of the divine in- 
tent: these powers were to exist in the world, and Israel were 
to negate them, [giving the power back] to God. Thus Scrip- 
ture says here: “Be perfect [for the sake of] the Lord your God.” 
It is this that makes us worthy to hear God’s word. 

That is why it says “a prophet from within your midst,” for 
the whole thing depends upon Israel. But something of this is 
to be found within each person as well: the more you negate 
everything else for God’s sake, the more you are able to hear 


and attain God’s word. 
5:73 


Hasidism never denied the reality of the spirit-world, both 
holy and demonic, that was so much a part of the folk cul- 
ture of eastern European Jews. Nor did it deny the possibility 
of magic, which was practiced by Jews as “practical Kab- 
balah” as well as by the non-Jews among whom they lived. 
But from the days of the Ba’al Shem Tov, Hasidism also 
taught that the spiritual place of Israel was higher than the 
world of magic: it was always better to turn to God, without 
need of reward, than to trust the “lower” forces that could be 
thus manipulated. . 

The teaching becomes interesting in a different way if we 
follow those anthropologists who see science, beginning with 
the Greeks, as an extension of magic’s attempt to control and 
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predict the forces of nature. Then the confrontation becomes 
one of science and religion, not magic and religion. In this case 
the Sefat Emet, read for our times, would say that the sciences 
are correct in their perception of the universe, basing them- 
selves on laws that are part of Creation. But the religious read- 
ing of Creation is one that transforms those fixed laws (“the 
ten utterances”) into forms of address (“the Ten Command- 
ments”) in which the universe speaks to us humans in a spe- 
cial way, and demands of us that we devote our lives to 
bringing the energy of Creation back to its divine Source. 


en 


ee Sy ate Te ree 
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“When you go forth to war against your enemy and the Lord 
your God places him in your hand and you take him cap- 
tive...” (Deut. 21:10). 

In every thing there is a point of divine life, but it is secret 
and hidden. Throughout the days of the week we are engaged 
in a battle and struggle to find that point. Then comes the Sab- 
bath, on which it is revealed that God gives life to all. The 
Sabbath is Israel’s way of bearing witness to Creation, since 
even now heaven and earth exist only by virtue of God’s ten 
utterances. 

During the week we need to do battle over this. The Sab- 
bath comes only in response to our weekday struggles: “One 
who has struggled on the eve of the Sabbath shall eat on the 
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Sabbath.” The “eve” (’erev) of the Sabbath here refers to the 
mixing (ta’aruvot) of Sabbath and weekday, as we say in our 
evening prayer “who by His word makes mixtures” (ma’ariv 
‘aravim, lit.: “brings on evening”). 

We must realize that the strength we have to fight the evil 
urge also comes only from God, as in [the verse:] “And the 
Lord your God places him in your hand.” Even though this 
battle takes place by human power, “in your hand,” it is the 
limitless power of God that helps us. . . . 

“You, Lord, are gracious, and you pay each one according to 
his deeds” (Ps. 62:13). The question asked on this verse is: 
“What is the grace [if you pay a person only in accord with his 
deeds]?” But the answer is that everything [including our own 
deeds] is from God, but you reward us as though it were ours. 

“And you take him captive” (lit.: “when you capture his 
[His!] captivity”) means, “when you know that it comes from 
God.” The point is that in every good deed or commandment, 
there is an act itself, followed by the giving of the thing back to 
God. For as hard as a person struggles, even if he performs won-. 
ders, if he hasn’t returned the mitsvah to God, he has done 
nothing. He has not properly attributed the mission on which 
he was sent to the One who sent him. This is the “return”; it 
takes place only when you become aware that everything 
comes from God. This is “when you capture His captivity,” 
restoring the point to God, knowing that all comes from Him. 

5:83 


The statement, “he has done nothing” in this final paragraph 
is an unusually definitive declaration of the hasidic position. 
Mitsvot without kavvanah are worthless exercises. The whole 
purpose of them is to provide forms through which we can do 
the work of uplifting and transforming the ordinary and of 
celebrating God’s presence throughout the world and in our 
own selves. Without these, the forms are indeed nothing at 
all. The mitsvah is a holy deed, one we are enabled to do 
solely because of the divine presence at work within us. To 
do the deed without becoming aware of that presence is to 
miss the point. | | 
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“If a bird’s nest comes before you” (Deut. 22:6). The Midrash 
says: “Just as He shows compassion for humans, so does He 
for beasts and birds.” But an objection is raised from the Mish- 
nah, which teaches that if [a prayer-leader should] say, “Your 
mercies reach [even] the bird’s nest,” he should be silenced. 
The Talmud explains that “he is making God’s qualities into 
mercies, when they are really only decrees.” 

The meaning of the midrash is that He has placed His mer- 
cies in all of His creatures, as it says: “His mercies are upon all 
His works” (Ps. 145:9}. Humans have mercy upon humans, 
but not upon animals, for man does not grasp or comprehend 
the animal mind at all. We humans do not understand either 
animal consciousness or animal compassion. In the same way, 
angels do not understand the human mind; we are like ani- 
mals to them. Only God, who knows all, comprehends at once 
the minds of angels, humans, beasts, and all the rest of Cre- 
ation. That is why it says: “His mercies are over all his 
works.” God understands the feelings of the mother bird sit- 
ting over her chicks, if she should be taken together with 
them. God similarly understands [the animal’s feeling if] “both 
he and his son are slaughtered on the same day” (Lev. 22:28). 

In truth God placed this measure of compassion into the na- 
ture of each species; it is due to these commandments found 
with regard to animals and birds that compassion is to be 
found in them. The whole existence of Creation is through 
mercy; “He conducts His world with grace and His creatures 
through mercy.” Thus compassion is to be found throughout 
Creation. And Israel, who are the essence of Creation, are the 
most compassionate. 

But this compassion exists only by His decree [= Torah, 
through which He created the world]. This is what the 
Midrash means when it says: “Just as He showed compas- 
sion,” and so forth. But the Talmud is commenting on one 
who thinks that His mercy upon the bird is the reason for the 
commandment. Just the opposite is the case: it was through 
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this mitsvah that God placed compassion in the bird itself. 
This is the meaning of “they are nothing but decrees”—it was 
God who decreed that compassion should be found in each 


creature in a particular manner. 
5:92 


As editor, Iam tempted to omit “And Israel, who are the 
essence of Creation, are the most compassionate” from this 
otherwise beautifully universal teaching about compassion. 
Though my own instincts urge me to do so, however, for the 
sake of honesty to the source, I cannot. The Sefat Emet re- 
mains a faithful follower of the strand in Jewish thought that 
runs from R. Yehudah ha-Levi through the Zohar, R. Judah 
Loew of Prague, and R. Shneur Zalman of Liadi, emphasizing 
the uniqueness and essential moral superiority of Jews in re- 
lation to other humans. Today we thank God that the climate 
of hatred and mutual dehumanization among religious 
groups that wrought such views has begun to pass away from 
at least part of the human community. 

But the essential point here is an important one. We hu- 
mans deceive ourselves in thinking that we know the mind 
or hearts of other species. True empathy with them eludes us 
insofar as we are bounded by our own human experience. 
Our compassion for them rather goes back to our source in 
God, Creator of all species and source also of whatever spirit 
is in them. It is the Creator's living word (manifest to us in 
the form of Torah) that binds all creatures to one another and 
transcends all boundaries, allowing compassion to flow from 
human to animal, and surely also sometimes from animal to 
human, even beyond the limits of understanding. 


== 5, 


“Guard what comes out of your lips” (Deut. 23:24). This refers 
to keeping one’s tongue. The mouth is the most inward of our 
limbs; all the breath and the inward self come out as we open 
our mouths. That is why the mouth needs special guarding. It 
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seems that the mitsvah of Torah study is there to guard the 
mouth, just as each commandment stands in relation to one 
or another of our limbs. That is why this mitsvah requires 
full-time duty—day and night—because the opening of the 
mouth needs to be so guarded. 

The very root of a person’s life is in that inner breath. 
Guarding this stands at the root of all one’s deeds, and it says: 
“Guard ... and do.” The rest of our deeds all depend upon 
guarding the mouth. 

Human beings are distinguished from animals by the fact of 
speech. That is why “a living soul” (Gen. 2:7) is rendered by 
the Targum as “a speaking spirit.” This main quality [of our 
humanity] is what we have to give to God. The creation of the 
human faculty of speech is more wondrous than anything else 
in Creation, as anyone who contemplates this phenomenon 
will understand. All that God created was created for His 
glory, “so that they tell My praise” (Is. 43:21). 

While it is no easy matter to bring forth words before God, 
we can at least guard ourselves from idle talk. 

5:84 


This seems to be an incomplete record of a teaching, as hap- 
pens not infrequently in hasidic writings. The point is that 
since all is created to tell God’s praise, telling, or the gift of 
speech, is the apex of Creation. It is only human speech that 
raises the silent praises of all God’s creatures to the level of 
articulation, and as such we humans are the channel through 
which the life-force of all Creation is given back to God. All 
this can be done, of course, only if speech remains pure. 


= 4 


“Be careful of the scaly affliction . .. remember what the Lord 
your God did to Miriam on your way out of Egypt” (Deut. 24:8). 

... The purpose of all the commandments, both positive 
and negative, that were given to Israel, is so that every person 
of Israel be free. That is why the liberation from Egypt comes 
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first [before the giving of the Torah]. Torah then teaches the 
soul how to maintain its freedom, by not becoming attached 
to material things. These are its 613 “counsels.” Every 
mitsvah in which the liberation from Egypt is mentioned is to 
tell us yet again that by means of this mitsvah one may cling 
to freedom. In the commandment regarding the [gifts to the 
poor of] leftover gleanings, the corners of the field, and forgot- 
ten sheaves, Torah says: “Remember that you were a slave” 
(Deut. 24:22). In this way your food will have no waste, and 
you will not become overly attached to wealth. That is why 
Torah commanded such things as tithes and gifts to the poor; 
these guard one from [overattachment to] wealth. 

A Jew has to be free in soul, in body, and in all he or she has. 
That’s why with regard to dwellings we have the mezuzah; for 
clothes, the fringe; all of this is to help us be free, “in memory 
of the Exodus from Egypt.” That is why the commandment of 
the fringed garment is next to that which forbids mixed [wool 
and linen garment] mixtures (Deut. 22:11-12). The mixing 
would bring waste into the garment, and the fringes make for. 
freedom with regard to clothes. 

This is the purpose of the entire Torah. That is why they 
read “engraved on the tablets” (Ex. 32:16), as though it said 
“freedom on the tablets” (harut/herut). “The only free per- 
son,” they added, “is the one who is engaged in Torah,” for 
Torah teaches a person the way of freedom. 

Guarding the tongue [from evil speech] is freedom of the 
soul, since “a living soul” is rendered as “a speaking spirit.” 

5:98 


Freedom here seems to be defined as nonattachment. By lim- 
iting our devotion to things of this world, Torah tries to teach 
us how to be free of them, how not to be controlled by mate- 
rial possessions, by the worldly “image” we try to create by 
the way we dress, or by worldly and especially malicious talk 
that keeps us from the pure speech we need to express our 
deepest selves. That power of expressing what is within us is 
the deepest freedom, one so easily lost that we often even for- 
get to feel that it is missing from our lives. : 
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An attachment to Torah that would help to awaken all 
these freedoms within us would indeed be a great gift. It be- 
comes harder to find when many of those we meet who are 
engaged in Torah study do not seem to be free at all. A master 
like the Sefat Emet knew something that he was not able to 
pass on to most of the community of Torah learners. To find 
what he meant, we will have to start anew, reading and 
learning Torah in a different and more liberating way. 
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“This day the Lord your God commands you to observe all 
these statutes and laws” (Deut. 26:16). Midrash Tanhuma 
quotes: “Come let us raise a joyful shout before the Lord” (Ps. 
95:1). Moses saw that the first fruits (Deut. 26:1-11) would one 
day no longer be brought, so he instituted prayer in their place. 
My grandfather of blessed memory said that prayer, too, was a 
way of giving the first [of each day] to God, another sort of 
“first fruits.” 

But the meaning of “this day” in the verse still needs to be 
clarified. The Midrash and RaSHI both say: “Each day these 
should be like new in your eyes.” [Why “like new”?] Is some- 
one out there trying to fool the person, giving him something 
that isn’t really new, but is “like new”? God forbid! It is re- 
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ally within human power to renew each thing. The renewal is 
there within everything, since God “renews each day, con- 
stantly, the work of Creation.” “Constantly” means in each 
moment. Nothing exists without the divine life-force, and the 
point in each thing that comes from Him never grows old, 
since His words are constantly alive and flowing. 

However, “darkness covers the earth” (Is. 60:2). The out- 
ward “shell” hides that flowing point. Thus Scripture says: 
“Nothing is new under the sun” (Eccles. 1:9). That is the nat- 
ural world that hides the renewal. But it is within the power of 
man to light up that point within the darkness; “This day the 
Lord your God commands you... . ” God commands you to 
find [or “to make”!] “this day,” the revelation of light, the 
shining speculum, within the very deed that hides the point. 

You do this by means of the commandments, since “the 
commandment is a candle.” The mitsvah exists within the 
corporeal world of deeds, but it also contains the divine life- 
force in the command to do it. Thus it gives the person power 
to become attached, by means of it, to the hidden light. This is 
the meaning of “This day . . . these statutes ....” By means of 
the commandments, God gives you the power to find “this 
day” also in the deed. ... 


5:99 


This is a marvelously optimistic passage. Its emphasis on 
human power, even though a God-given power, to be sure, is 
especially refreshing in a work that speaks so much about 
self-negation. 

But just what is it that the person is able to do by the 
power of the mitsvot? Is the mystic’s claim here a meta- 
physical or an epistemological one? Does he bring about some 
change in the nature of reality, actually Causing a renewal of 
life, or does he allow himself to see (our eyes being those from 
which the “shells” have kept the light hidden) a renewal that 
God is ever affecting, with or without our awareness: As we 
might expect of a semimodern mystic, he stays very close to 
the line between these two. If we do change something other 
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than perception, it is because the deed itself overflows from 
the mystical into the “real” world, and that creates its own 
dynamic effect. 


—_2 


“If you listen, listen to the voice of the Lord your God... ” 
(Deut. 28:1). The Midrash comments: "Happy is the one 
whose listenings are to Me, hovering always at My doorways, 
door within door....” 

“Listenings” means that one should always be prepared to 
receive and listen closely to the words of God. The voice of 
that word is in every thing, since each was created by God’s 
utterance and has the power of divine speech hidden within 
it. This is the hidden light that we are told to find. 

Inwardness goes on, deeper and deeper, truly beyond mea- 
sure. This is the meaning of “My doorways.” Never think that 
you have come to the truth; understand that you are always 
standing at the entrance. The word “doorway” (delet) is re- 
lated to “poverty” [or “humility”] (dalut). This is the way you 
find door after door opening for you, [by always knowing how 
little you have achieved thus far]. 

This is especially true of the Jew, whose living soul con- 
stantly hears the voice of Torah. But this too is hidden from 
us. This is why the verse says “listen, listen”—listen to that 
which you already are hearing. 

The Midrash goes on to say: “to guard the doorpost of My 
entrance.” Just as the mezuzah is fixed, so you too should not 
depart from synagogues or houses of study. This means that a 
person has to be ready always only to hear the word of God. 
Then, when a moment of grace occurs, something opens for 
him. But he has to be standing always at that doorway. That is 
“whose listenings are to Me.” All the senses have to be pre- 
pared to receive and listen closely to the word of God and 


nothing else. 


5:99f. 
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The concept of infinite inwardness, here and elsewhere in the 
Sefat Emet, is an important one. We usually think of “tran- 
scendence” in religion as belonging to a realm of the beyond, 
something outside and “higher” than the universe in which 
we live. But the hasidic sources point to a transcendence 
within being, a truth so deep that it cannot ultimately be 
fathomed. This, too, is a transcendent reality, one that lies 
eternally beyond our grasp. But when transcendence is seen 
as the deepest “within” rather than as the highest “beyond,” 
it does not lend itself to being understood as a force of reality 
“other” than this world. 


—— > 


“The Lord has not given you the heart to know, eyes to see, 
or ears to hear until this day” (Deut. 29:3). My grandfather of 
blessed memory quoted the Rabbi of Przysucha, who said that 
all the miracles and wonders God had performed for them, . 
since they were outside the realm of nature, were only one- 
time events. But now that the whole Torah was completed and 
all their own behavior had been made into Torah, there was 
something fixed for all generations. 

This is the meaning here of “this day.” All the lights were 
now cloaked in good deeds; Torah had been formed out of all 
their own actions. This was the great merit of Israel in ac- 
cepting Torah. Torah itself is completely beyond measure, 
“hidden from the eyes of all who live” (Job 28:21). But Israel 
deserved to “garb” that Torah; from all their deeds a cloak was 
made for the light of Torah, in the teachings and command- 
ments of that Torah which is before us. Understand this. 

This could also be the meaning of “You have affirmed [he’e- 
marta; lit.: ‘given speech’] to the Lord this day” (Deut. 26:17). 
Out of the ten utterances there came an entire Torah. 


5:101 


This passage, read together with the following passage, pro- 
vides a key opening for a radical rethinking of revelation and — 
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the relationship between revelation and commandment. The 
Torah God reveals at Sinai is one of pure divine light, a vision 
of infinite love and giving that as yet has no particular form. 
Israel, because their hearts are open to receive God's light, 
come to stamp the revelation with the particular forms— 
ethics, rituals, beliefs, taboos, and all the rest—of their own 
culture. For later generations these come to be associated with 
the revelation and are accepted as God’s commandments. 


—— 


“You have affirmed (he’emarta) the Lord this day to be your 
God... And the Lord has affirmed (he’emir) you” (Deut. 
26:17-18). 

See the commentary of ibn Ezra. [Ibn Ezra quotes Yehudah 
ha-Levi, who says that he’emir is the causative form of the 
verb ‘amar, “speak.” 

This interpretation can be read more deeply in connection 
with the well-known teaching that “Torah, God, and Israel are 
one.” The Midrash interprets the word “anokhi” (“I am”—Ex. 
19:2) as an abbreviation for the words [“I Myself wrote it and 
gave it.] This could also be read as “I wrote and gave Myself.” 
Torah is truly divinity [i.e., is God Himself]. The children of Is- 
rael, as it were, made God into Torah and they too were made 
into Torah. Understand this carefully. 


5:105 


Torah, classically the intermediary that Judaism poses be- 
tween God and Israel, is here made up of the two of them, 
the product of their meeting. Torah in its deepest essence is 
nothing but God; what God gives at Sinai is God’s own self, 
but now transposed into the medium of words and language, 
in order that humans can receive it. The specific details of 
Torah, as we have seen above, are derived from the actions 
and life-experiences of Israel. Through these Israel are “made 
into Torah.” Torah is then at once a thoroughly divine and 
thoroughly human product. 
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This way of thinking about Torah and revelation should 
provide the way for going beyond the challenge to Jewish 
faith posed by biblical criticism and historical study. To the 
seemingly crucial and vexing question: “Is the Torah of di- 
vine or human origin!” the Sefat Emet encourages us to an- 
swer: “Yes!” All the rest proceeds from there. 


sory 


NITSAVIM/VA-YELEKH 


aS 1 (3 Eee, eee ee ee eee 
[Seo eee & ee ee ee: 
“You stand this day before the Lord your God. . .” (Deut 29:9). 

The Midrash here notes that the evening prayer has no fixed 
time. [This is the prayer that comes at the time of darkness,] 
the darkness in the human heart that causes us to call to God 
out of our pain. This outcry opens the gate of prayer more than 
any fixed time, since Israel ever stand before the Lord, in a way 


that is beyond time. 
5121 


Judaism seems to be terribly concerned with specific times, 
holy hours, particular measures, holy and profane places, and 
all manner of other such careful distinctions and separations. 
But at its deepest core, it knows that we are ever with God, 
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and that time and space themselves cannot touch this con- 
stant truth. When it really counts, in the moments of deepest 
human pain, it is to this truth that we need have recourse, 
and not only to that of fixed words, places, or hours. 

Gerer Hasidim were notorious for ignoring the fixed times 
of prayer; here the principle behind that seemingly unortho- 
dox behavior is laid bare. 


— 27 


“... To cause you to pass through the covenant of the Lord 
your God” (Deut. 29:11}. This covenant is Torah, and it is 
taught that “God, Torah, and Israel are all one.” 

The numerical equivalent of the word “Torah” is 611. Add 
two for love and fear, which are the root of all positive and 
negative commandments [and the count will reach 613, the 
number of commandments in the Torah]. These also stand for 
“I am the Lord your God” and “You shall have no other gods - 
besides Me” (Ex. 20:2-3) [the first two commandments], of 
which Scripture says: “The Lord spoke one; I have heard two” 
(Ps, 62:12). 

Love is really the gift of God. This is the meaning of [the 
verse:] “Iam the Lord your God” [God Himself is the source of 
your ability to love God]. This is what King David meant 
when he said: “One thing I have sought of the Lord” (Ps. 27:4). 
Fear is the essential power of each person on his own, as in: 
“What does the Lord your God ask of you but that you fear 
Him?” (Deut. 10:12). 

Add one [for “fear of God”] to the 611 and you get the value 
of “covenant” (berit). This covenant goes from God to Torah 
and from Torah to Israel. The covenant is made with all of Is- 
rael, “not with you alone am I making this covenant” (Deut. 
29:13). The covenant can only be with all of Israel, those of 
past and future generations all together. Just as God is, was, 
and will be, all in a single unity, so must His covenant include 
all the generations at once. But every individual Jew also has a 
part in this. Each person who brings himself in to receive this 
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covenant arouses all the generations of past and future to be 
present with him as well. 
5:128 


The Sefat Emet is very little given to gematria, or number as- 
sociations, especially when compared to others among the 
later hasidic masters. Here his real point is the linking of 
Torah, covenant, and the commandments, which are numer- 
ically in a series (611, 612, 613). It is love and fear that link 
Torah to commandments; these elements represent the first 
two (those Israel heard “directly” from God) of the Ten Com- 
mandments as well. 

The reading of the first two commandments as represent- 
ing an originally undivided root of love and fear is especially 
striking here. God speaks a single word, the psalmist says, 
but I, in my bifurcated human mind, can only hear it as two. 
It is we who have to divide between affirmation and nega- 
tion, between love and fear, between giving and holding back. 
No such division is present in the divine word until it reaches 
human ears. 


——o 


“I bring heaven and earth to witness to you this day... ’ 
(Deut. 30:19). RaSHI comments: “Just as heaven and earth 
have not betrayed their nature... you... how much more so! 
What kind of proof do heaven and earth seem to offer? They 
have no freedom of choice! Nevertheless, the point is that 
even in nature all things seem to be drawn to follow God and 
His command. Surely humans should do no less than this! 
The only difference is that we have been given the choice to 
follow our good or evil urge. If evil does not overwhelm us, we 
will naturally follow the good, just as all other creatures do. 
Thus we may understand the verse: “Yours, O Lord, is lov- 
ingkindness, repaying each person in accord with his deeds” 
(Ps. 62:13). The Talmud asks what sort of lovingkindness this 
is, if the person is given only what he has earned. But our 
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doing good also comes from God; if we keep ourselves free 
from domination by the evil urge, the inner self God has im- 
planted within us is aroused to do good. So all of this is itself 
due to God's lovingkindness. 

This is the real answer to the question raised by Maimonides 
as to how there can be a commandment to love, and for other 
matters that depend upon the heart. The love of God is im- 
pressed upon the heart of every Jew. All we have to do is keep 
ourselves from those desires that pull this love toward evil, 
for then the true inner point gets hidden. A person who is 
guarded in this way will be wholly drawn after God, in heart 
and soul. 

5:120 


Here the Sefat Emet offers a psychology that combines two 
essentially different traditions found within Judaism. The old 
rabbinic sources see the human soul as a moral tabula rasa, 
the battlefield of equally strong warring forces called the 
“good urge” and “evil urge.” Free will is the core of the sys- 
tem; the individual’s task is to seek out and cultivate the 
good while fighting off his or her own temptations toward 
evil. A different psychology stands at the core of the Jewish 
mystical tradition. Every person is essentially good, even es- 
sentially divine, in innermost core. This divine spark or soul 
has been covered over by layers of kelipot, or “shells,” hard 
crusts formed as defenses in the course of living, abetted by 
external demonic forces that encourage the development of 
kelipot by leading us into sin. These kelipot serve their own 
purposes, nourishing the forces of evil from our own vital 
energies. 

Here the hasidic author chooses the kabbalistic model, that 
which sees humans as essentially good. This fits most clearly 
with his own notion of the “inner point” within all reality. 
But that which keeps us from our own innermost and truest 
selves is no demonic power other than our own bad decisions. 
Anyone who takes care to turn away from evil—and the 


choice is entirely ours—will come to know the godly presence - 
that dwells within. 


HA‘AZINU 


“Listen, O heavens, and I shall speak; let earth hear the words 
of my mouth” (Deut. 32:1). 

Torah has its roots in heaven; its power is to draw every- 
thing in earth up to heaven. These two factors are dependent 
on each other: the more a person binds each mitsvah or teach- 
ing to its root, the greater its chances of spreading forth below 
as well. The greatest heights and the greatest depths depend 
upon each other. 

The purpose of this section is to explain that Israel have to 
uplift all corporeal and lowly things. Thus you should never 
be depressed about having to concern yourself with humble or 
worldly matters. “The Rock, His work is perfect and all His 
ways are just” (Deut. 32:4). So, too, does the person contain 
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all of Creation: “He set the borders of the nations according 
to the numbers of Israel” (Deut. 32:8). This is true of each in- 
dividual: every Jew contains all the hidings [of divine light] 
brought about by the powers of all the nations; the Jew has to 
redeem them. 


He found him in a desert land, 

in a desolate howling void. 

He surrounds him, He gives him understanding; 

He guards him as the apple of His eye (Deut. 32:10). 


Even though it is written here that God chose Israel from 
most ancient times—“For the Lord's portion is His people” 
(32:9)—the statement that He “found him” refers especially 
to times of trouble and hiding; it is in the darkness that you 
“find” something. The Jew is ever anticipating that God's ho- 
liness will be revealed here in this lowly world. This is the 
“desert land,” a place where all we have is desire. 

That is the way we worship on weekdays. But when Shabbat 
comes, “He surrounds him,” spreading forth the tent of peace. 
“He gives him understanding” with the extra Sabbath soul, a 
person has an added measure of awareness on Shabbat. But of 
weekdays too we could say: “He surrounds him” with the tal- 
lit and “gives him understanding” in tefillin. These com- 
mandments give a person light each day in this world. 

After Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur [when this parashah 
is read] a person has been made pure, but he does not yet know 
how to find divine light in this desertlike world. That is why 
“He surrounds him” with the sukkah and “gives him under- 
standing” with the Julav, which stands for the drawing forth of 
awareness. “He gives him understanding” may also point to 
Simhat Torah, as RaSHI already commented on “gives him un- 
derstanding,” referring to Torah. 


5:176 


The essential religious task, as Judaism understands it, is that 
of sanctifying the ordinary, of uplifting the most common or 
worldly objects, deeds, and moments to reveal themselves as - 
repositories of divine light. In order to do this, the religious 
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person—and the Jewish people as a whole—must experience 
inner darkness, living in the “desert land.” It is from there 
that the uplifting is greatest, that the miracle of revealing 
God is most profound. 


=p. 


“Listen, O heavens, and I shall speak” (Deut. 32:1). This refers 
to the Ten Commandments. “Let earth hear the words of My 
mouth” refers to the ten utterances of Creation. That is the 
oral Torah. God gave the Torah so that Israel would repair, by 
means of Torah, all that had been created by the ten utter- 
ances. Torah is thus a commentary or interpretation of Cre- 
ation itself. That is why we are taught that “the righteous give 
existence to the world that was created by the ten utterances.” 

That is why this Ha’azinu song was sung by Moses and 
Joshua together, joining the written Torah to the oral Torah. 
It says: “May my teaching drop as rain” (32:2), for the purpose 
of Torah is to bring forth into reality all that which God has 
hidden in the world, just as rain brings the fruits of the soil 
forth from the earth. 


5:180 


“Torah is a commentary on Creation” is a beautifully Jewish 
way of saying that the purpose of religion is the self- 
fulfillment of the natural order, through human agency. God 
is revealed constantly from within all of Creation; nature is 
but the garbing of divine presence. Torah is our people’s guide 
to finding God throughout the created world, then to do the 
work of uplifting and fulfilling the intent of Creation. It also 
gives us a language for articulating and sharing that discov- 
ery, both within our community and beyond it. 


> 


“May my teaching drop as rain” (Deut. 32:2). Within every Jew 
there is a living point. That life-force has to be awakened by 
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means of Torah. Just as earth has the power to bring forth 
fruits and produce, but needs the rain to arouse its powers, so 
too with us humans, who are called adam (earthling) since we 
come from adamah (earth). That is the oral Torah, the “eter- 
nal life He has implanted within us” in order to bear fruit. So 
too are we taught that “the offspring of the righteous are their 
mitsvot and good deeds.” 

This is the symbolic meaning here of “heaven” and “earth”; 
they [and the relationship between them] are the basis of all 
Creation. It is from heaven that rain comes down upon the 
earth. Israel, too, contain a “heaven” and an “earth”: the writ- 
ten Torah and the oral Torah. Thus it is written: “You shall 
become a land of desire” (Mal. 3:12). 

Israel enable the world to exist. This can be seen in the 
lower world as they bring about His kingdom. But they also 
add strength above, in a way that is less apparent. Heaven and 
earth are in fact one; it is because Israel make clear this truth 
below that the two of them are able to unite. 

Scripture says: “The rock whose work is perfect,” even 
though Israel are still given the task of perfecting Creation. 
“Who came before Me, that I be perfect?” (Job 41:3). All that is 
demanded of us is that we stand truthfully, straight in deed 
and thought. When a person stands firm, the life-force in him 
is necessarily aroused. God has placed within each person suf- 
ficient measures of holiness, purity, and the fear of heaven. All 
we need to do is actualize them. This is [the meaning of: “If a 
person says to you] ‘I have struggled and found,’ believe him.” 
“I have found” means, within the human body I have found 
that “the soul You placed within me is pure.” 

Thus it is taught that God's actions lack for naught; we only 
have to put ourselves in the proper place. The same is true of 
the way all species are propagated. God gave them the power 
to procreate; they only have to put themselves in their proper 
places. “Not for naught did He create it; He formed it that it 
be dwelt upon” (Is. 45:18). 

The same is true with regard to the religious life: when a 
person attaches himself to the right place, he “dwells” there, 
returning to the place of his root. This takes place on the holy 
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Sabbath, when blessing dwells and arouses the inner life-force 
within the person. It turns out that the person has done noth- 
ing but put himself in his proper place. But when we receive 
words of Torah into our heart, we join heaven and earth, bring- 
ing forth the true fruits [of that union]. This is “light is sown 
for the righteous” (Ps. 97:11), the light of Torah. . . . 

5175 


Here we have a most interesting union of the active and pas- 
sive readings of the mystical tradition. On the one hand hu- 
mans play a vitally active, even dominant, role in the union 
of heaven and earth. Humanity adds strength to the heavenly 
forces that in turn water and fructify the ground, bringing 
about the union and the bearing of fruit. On the other hand, 
all that human action consists of is the pure passivity of being 
in the right [mental!] place, so that the ever-flowing energy 
that proceeds from “heaven” or from the “inner point” will 
have a place to alight; we are only the channel through which 
the divine forces flow. 
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“These are the appointed seasons of the Lord, holy assemblies 
that you shall call forth in their appointed times” (Lev. 23:4). 
The inner life-force of God that exists within all creatures is 
revealed on these festivals. That is why they are called 
mikra’ey kodesh, “holy assemblies” (lit.: “callings of the 
holy”). I heard from my grandfather, of blessed memory, that 
you can call forth the holiness on these days, and also that the 
holiness itself calls forth to us. 

“Holy” refers to the innermost point. Even though this 
point gives life to all, it remains separated from physical being; 
God is holy and separate. Even though it is written: “The 
whole earth is filled with His glory” (Is. 6:3)—for God gives 
life to all—in this world God remains hidden. But on the fes- 
tivals God is revealed. 
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Thus says the holy Zohar on the verse: “How great is the 
good that You have hidden away for those who revere You” 
(Ps. 31:20). On the festival the innermost life-force, which is 
the light hidden away for the righteous, can be felt even in the 
ordinary world. My grandfather also said in the Zohar’s name 
that the festival is called yom tov (lit.: “good day” or “day of 
the good”) because .. . “God saw that the light was good” 
(Gen. 1:4). The festival has within it some of that hidden light. 
This is also why we call them “seasons for joy.” When the 
root of all life—in people and in all creatures—is revealed, 
surely there is great joy. So on the festival we can see into the 
inward light that exists within every thing. 

Scripture also says, when speaking of the festival: “. . . all 
your males will be seen with the face of the Lord your God” 
(at the pilgrimage; Deut. 16:16). To see and to be seen; “just 
as you come to see, so you come to be seen.” The Talmud 
there means to say that a person can see that inner life-force. 
Such a one is called “your male” or “the one who notices 
You” (ZeKHuR/ZaKHakR). “The face of the Lord your God” 


also refers to the innermost point (PaNIM/PeNIMi), which is 
called “the face of God.” 

On the festival we pray ve-hasi’enu: “Raise up for us, O 
Lord our God, the blessing of Your appointed seasons.” We are 
asking that human deeds be tied to their root by the light of 
the festival. But the word hasi’enu is also related to masu’ot, 
the fire signals of ancient times. It is the flame of love that 
ties us to the root of life. “The blessing of Your appointed sea- 
sons”—the life of the entire year comes about through this 
connection to the root of life, revealed to us on the festival. 


3:42 


The festival is a time of inner light, a moment of special op- 
portunity for us to become open to the light that exists within 
us always. While we know that such forms are only instru- 
mental, and that the real purpose is the light and the inner 
seeing it allows, such special moments are rare gifts in the 


spiritual quest, special opportunities that the seeker dare not 
allow to pass by. 
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“Inscribe us for life.” There is a holy point in each Jewish per- 
son’s heart. This is the living soul, of which it says: “God has 
implanted eternal life within us.” But over the course of each 
year, as we become accustomed to sinning, the material self 
overpowers and hides that holy point. We then have to seek 
compassion from the blessed Holy One, asking that this im- 
print in our heart be renewed on Rosh Hashanah. This is what 
we mean when we say: “Inscribe us for life.” 

This is the same as “engraved on the tablets” (Ex. 32:16), 
which our sages read as “freedom on the tablets” (harut/herut), 
referring to freedom from the angel of death and the evil will. At 
the moment of receiving the Torah, Israel were prepared to have 
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that writing never erased. But along came sin and spoiled that. 
Now we need to renew that “for life” every year. 

The “sealing” for life, to which we refer in the Ne’ilah 
prayer on Yom Kippur, means that this inward point has to re- 
main sealed up, so that the life-flow does not go just any- 
where. Thus Scripture refers to the [inner self as] a “locked 
garden . .. the fountain sealed” (Cant. 4:12). 

5:139 


Here we have an important spiritual reading of an ancient 
theme, that of inscription in the Book of Life. The Book of Life 
is within you, the Sefat Emet teaches. God needs to write 
“Life!” on the tablets of your heart each year. Your task is to 
keep those inner tablets free enough from the accumulated 
grime caused by sin, guilt, the insanely fast pace at which we 
live, and all the rest, so that you have time to read (and fol- 
low!) that holy word. 


“The Head of the Year” means before the flow of divine 
bounty is differentiated. When God sends life into this world, 
it enters under the rule of time and nature, becoming trans- 
formed from spirit to matter. But Rosh Hashanah is at the 
head, the source of that renewal, for within the source it as 
yet has no material form. 

The Midrash quotes the verse: “Forever, O Lord, Your word 
stands in the heavens” (Ps. 119:89). It is said in the name of 
the Ba’al Shem Tov that God's utterance “Let there be a fir- 
mament” (Gen. 1:6) gives life to that firmament in each mo- 
ment; so, too, are all the other divine utterances fully alive. 
So the root of all things and their very existence are the point 
that ever flows from divine speech. 

The shofar blasts are sounds without speech. Speech repre- 
sents the division of sound into varied and separate move- 
ments of the mouth. But sound itself is one, united, cleaving. 
to its source. On Rosh Hashanah the life-force, too, cleaves to 
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its source, as it was before differentiation or division. And we, 
too, seek to attach ourselves to that inner flow of life. 
5:138 


The consciousness of this holiday should take us to a place 
of absolute inner simplicity and purity, to that inner rosh, 
that place of new beginnings, before the shanah, meaning 
both “year” and “change,” begins on its inevitable compli- 
cated course. So, too, the sound of the shofar takes us to that 
moment of outcry from deep within, to a place prior to the di- 
vision of our heart’s cry into the many words of prayer. 


We find in the Talmud that the angels asked the blessed Holy 
One: “Why do Israel not recite Hallel before You on Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur?” The Holy One answered: “Could 
you imagine the King sitting on the throne of judgment with 
the books of the living and the dead open before Him—and Is- 
rael singing praises?” 

We have to understand the nature of the angels’ question. 
We have learned elsewhere that from each mitsvah a Jew per- 
forms, an angel is created. Now Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kip- 
pur are indeed holidays; they are “appointed times.” The 
hearts of Israel are filled with joy at these times, but they just 
cannot articulate that joy in the form of Halle]. But because 
they have such longing—even though it cannot be realized— 
the angels are created anyway. And perhaps these angels are 
even higher than those created from the actual saying of Hal- 
lel—since thought is higher than speech. 

(And maybe this is the true meaning of the shofar. The holy 
Zohar says that there is an outcry within the heart that the 
lips cannot speak. So, too, the shofar sound is hidden, as in 
[the verse:] “I will answer you in the secret of the thunder- 
clap” (Ps. 81:8). And this is also the meaning of [the verse: | 
“Sound the shofar on the new-moon, in the hiding of our fes- 
tive day” (vs. 4). This is also why there is a supplication in our 
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prayerbook that refers to the angels who emerge from the sho- 


far sounds.) 
5:146 


The mute Hallel-angels of the Days of Awe serve as a power- 
ful metaphor. They are created by the fullness of our hearts 
and our desire to sing, but kept silent by the awe before these 
days and the inevitable confrontation with our own mortality 
and questions of life and death. 

The wordless shofar blast (in a comment possibly added by 
the next generation’s editors of these texts) also partakes of 
this deep dialogue between sound and silence. When we have 
gone beyond anything that words could possibly express, we 
come before the One with only the bleating, wailing, word- 
less cry that comes through the shofar. These sounds, we are 
told, come forth from the deepest places and rise higher than 
any words our mouths could utter. 


=— 2 


“Now lest he stretch out his hand and take from the Tree of 
Life as well” (Gen. 3:22). 

The root of humanity is in the Garden of Eden, for it says: 
“He placed there the person He had made” (Gen. 2:8). But be- 
cause of sin we were expelled from there. By the power of 
teshuvah however, we are enabled to hold onto the Tree of Life. 
“Now” in the verse refers to teshuvah. “Stretch out his hand” 
refers to power and place, referring also to the ten days of pen- 
itence, since yado (his hand) has the same letters as yod (ten). 

Abraham our Father also “stretched out his hand” (Gen. 
22:10}. He was willing to risk life itself in this trial, by which he 
was lifted out of the natural state and held fast to the Tree of 
Life. When Scripture says: “God tried Abraham” (Gen. 22:1}, the 
rabbis read the word NiSSaH to mean “uplifted”; he was raised 
up and went forth from the natural state. The same is said of 
Joseph when “he fled (va-yaNaS) and went outside” (Gen. . 
39:12). This is the meaning of “The Lord NiSSaH Abraham.” 
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While it is true that even earlier it says: “He took him out- 
side” (Gen. 15:5), meaning “above the covering of the sky,” 
now Abraham was uplifted by his own power. This is the 
meaning of the “trial,” as the Midrash says, quoting the verse: 
“You give those who revere You trials by which they uplift 
themselves as banners” (Ps. 60:6). They do it on their own. 

That is why it says afterward: “Abraham, Abraham!” (Gen. 
22:11). He has now become whole, cleaving to that root of 
“Abraham” above. This is why they said: “The patriarchs are 
the Chariot” [i.e., their lower selves were a “seat” for the 
upper hidden self]... . 

4:157 


This teaching should be read along with the second teaching 
here on Parashat Bere’shit. There it is taught that each of us, 
as we exist in this world, is only half a self. Our infinite 
“other half” remains within the realm of God, and true self- 
fulfillment means transcending the limits of this natural 
world and being thus joined to our own personal root in in- 
finity. This is what happens to Abraham in the ‘akedah, as he 
abandons any hope of self-fulfillment other than in God. This 
is his moment of attachment to the true Tree of Life. 

This is a powerful and deeply religious reading of the 
‘akedah story. But is it enough to mitigate the horror we still 
feel, and must feel, as humans and as parents, at Abraham’s 
willingness to put the knife to his child! Do we want the Tree 
of Life if it has to be acquired by the near-death of all we love? 
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SHABBAT SHUVAH 


The verse says: “Return us to you, Lord, and we shall return” 
(Lam. 5:21). 

This refers to the two kinds of teshuvah: that of fear and 
that of love. When a person is defiled by sin, it is impossible to 
return from love. Only the return due to fear is possible, and 
this requires the help of heaven. Thus the ancients have told 
us that God helps the one who returns. This is the meaning 
of “return us.” 

But those who return from love do so on their own, because 
of the love of God that burns within. This requires no help. 
Thus the Midrash recounts that Noah needed help to “walk 
with God,” while Abraham needed no help to “walk before 
Me.” One acted from fear, the other from love. 

Now the two sorts of teshuvah also divide according to the 
verse “Turn from evil and do good” (Ps. 34:15). Returning from 
fear is turning from evil; the penitent seeks to be cleansed of 
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the defilement of sins. But teshuvah from love is “doing 
good”; this penitent realizes that sins keep one from attach- 
ment to God. Therefore, this one seeks teshuvah, in order to 
return to doing good. 

The verse continues: ”. . . renew our days as of old.” This 
refers to the root attachment that all Israel have to God; “For 
God’s people are a part of YHWH” (Deut. 32:9). 

That is why it is easier to return on the holy Sabbath. Then 
the root of Israel is aroused, as Scripture says [the inner gate] 
shall be open on the Sabbath day” (Ezek. 46:1). This refers to 
the extra soul that Jews have on the Sabbath; it is the force of 
that root, something that does not depend upon human deeds. 
That is why it is called “extra,” for it is beyond that which we 
would merit. This force is not destroyed by sin, and that is 
why we are able to return on the holy Sabbath. ... 

5:161 


Hasidism has always been identified with the “return from 
love.” Since the days of the Ba’al Shem Tov, it has believed ° 
that a life of doing good with a loving heart is far greater than 
one of dreading sin or fear of punishment. But a careful read- 
ing of the sources shows that hasidic masters were not ready 
to let go entirely of the “return from fear.” For those immersed 
deeply in the blinding or deadening routines of daily life, 
shock therapy is sometimes needed to awaken us to the glory 
both within us and around us. There is nothing like a con- 
frontation with mortality, a reminder of how brief the time is 
that we have to exist as separate conscious beings, to bring us 
to our senses. That can serve as an important first step. 


YOM KIPPUR 


The Mishnah says that “for transgressions between one per- 
son and another, Yom Kippur does not atone until you appease 
your fellow-person.” For on Yom Kippur all Israel are made 
into a single one. This is described as “If only they were one” 
(Ps. 139:16), referring to Yom Kippur. Just as this day unites 
all days, so, too, on it are all souls united. 

In fact our souls really are close [to one another and to God]; 
only sin creates distance and separation. Thus it says: “It was 
only your sins that separated between you and your God” (Is. 
59:2). Some sins bring about separation between the person 
and the Everpresent; others bring about separation between 
one person and another. We might read this verse to refer to 
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separation “between you” on its own! Then too it brings about 
separation between you and your God. 

Both of these sorts of separation need repair. Transgressions 
between people include not only such obvious damages as steal- 
ing, but also those things that bring about division between peo- 
ple, as in “You shall not hate your brother in your heart” (Lev. 
19:17) and the like. “Until you appease your fellow-person” re- 
ally means “until you again favor (yeRaZeH/RoZeH) and love 
that person.” Thus “‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ (vs. 18)— 
that is the most basic rule of Torah.” 

On Yom Kippur, when all transgressions find atonement, Is- 
rael are made one. That is how they merited the second tablets 
on this day. Before that, sin had made them “wild” (Ex. 32:25), 
and their unity had been broken. Now that Moses came down 
from the mountain, he “assembled the whole community of 
the children of Israel” (Ex. 35:1), and they were returned to 
oneness. Torah depends upon this oneness, as Scripture says: 
“An inheritance of the community of Jacob” (Deut. 33:4). This 
is the meaning of “the most basic rule of Torah.” 

5717 1h 


Torah could not have been given without unity among Jews; it 
cannot exist in the absence of its most basic principle: “Love 
your neighbor as yourself.” How, then, does Torah exist in our 
day? Perhaps it does not exist at all. New and convincing read- 
ings of the texts elude us because we do not love enough. 
Until we can all open our hearts to one another, crossing all 
the lines defined by “Orthodox,” “Secular,” “Reform,” “Zion- 
ist,” and all the rest, there will be no revelation for us; we are 
not yet singularly “encamped” at the mountain. 
Responsibility for this division falls heavily on the heads 
of “leaders,” each of them so committed to an intractable po- 
sition that nothing is allowed to change, no new Torah can 
be received. But for how long can Jewish souls be nourished 
by mere repetitions of teachings or translations (even one 
such as this) of old sources? God will] bring about the real re- 
newal of Judaism only when we put down our loudspeakers of . 
division and hatred long enough to listen. 
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[The Talmud, discussing the Yom Kippur fast, rhetorically 
asks whether] one should fast on the ninth of Tishre as well. 
“On the contrary!” is the reply. “Whoever eats and drinks on 
the ninth day [in joy] is considered as deserving as one who 
had fasted on both the ninth and the tenth!” We further learn 
from these two days that one is supposed to take from the pro- 
fane and add on to the holy [the Yom Kippur ritual beginning 
before sundown]. 

Yom Kippur is considered a foretaste of the world to come, 
where there is no eating or drinking. Thus it is a day of true 
joy for Israel, even though we are not quite able to grasp that 
joy, still being creatures of this world. That is why we have to 
take hold of the Yom Kippur joy both before and after the day 
itself, adding on from the profane to the holy. The rejoicing on 
the ninth day allows us afterward to attach ourselves to the 
light of Yom Kippur. 

Rabbenu Jonah says something similar to this: Since we are 
unable to rejoice on Yom Kippur itself, we celebrate a bit earlier. 
Yom Kippur is in fact a day of complete self-negation before God. 
The rabbis say on the verse “God is the hope (mikveh) of Israel” 
(Jer. 17:13) that just as a mikveh purifies the ritually defiled, so 
does the blessed Holy One purify Israel. He specifies that just as 
a person has to enter into the mikveh's waters with the whole 
body, so does the entire self have to be negated before God. 

After death, those who merit are purified in a mikveh by the 
blessed Holy One. Something of that takes place on Yom Kip- 
pur as well. 


5170 


The place of purification, the ritual bath, or mikveh, has now 
been transferred to the temporal realm: the day is itself a 
cleansing experience. The association of Yom Kippur with 
death and with life in the world to come is an ancient part of 
this day’s power and a reason why Jews who have given up 
much else in our ritual life continue to observe Yom Kippur. 
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The annual contact with mortality—a moment to see death, 
life, and rebirth all cojoined and to emerge alive—is not 
something that many would want to miss. 


— oo 


In Tanna de-Be Eliyahu it is taught that for the period of 
Moses’ second forty days on the mountain, Israel fasted. On 
the final day they called for a fast that would last through 
night and day. God was appeased, and He thus established that 
day as one of forgiveness and atonement for all generations. 
This must have come about through the power of Aaron: just 
as he participated with them in the sin of the Golden Calf, so 
did he lead them to repentance. This is why the Day of Atone- 
ment ritual is led by the high priest, the descendant of Aaron. 

In this way they atoned for their violation of [the commit- 
ment:] “We shall do and we shall listen” (Ex. 24:7), which they 
had promised [to fulfill]. They lost the “we shall do” when - 
they sinned, but now they regained it, as they declared a fast 
day before God commanded it. 

The second tablets were given on Yom Kippur. It is of these 
we speak when we say in our Shabbat prayers: “He brought 
two tablets down in his hands, in which it is written to keep 
the Sabbath.” The [first] tablets said: “Remember the Sabbath 
day,” and (the second] said: “Keep the Sabbath day.” Remem- 
bering is an oral act, that of mentioning the Sabbath; but 
“keeping” means to guard it in one’s heart. The true writing of 
the tablets was an engraving directly into the hearts of Israel, 
as it says: “Write them upon the tablets of your heart” (Prov. 
3:3). Sin made them incapable of receiving these tablets, but 
once their hearts were forgiven and purified on Yom Kippur, 
the inscription in them reappeared. 

The sin of the Golden Calf is carried down through all the 
generations. Each year a bit more of it is forgiven; we enter 
into the Gates of Holiness and receive the imprint in our 
hearts once again. 


5:173 
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The association of Yom Kippur with the giving of the second 
tablets, while of ancient midrashic origin, is especially em- 
phasized by the Sefat Emet. So is the sin of the Golden Calf, 
which for the kabbalistic tradition is Israel’s version of “orig- 
inal sin.” The dangers of idolatry, especially in the midst of 
highly ritualized religious behavior, are ever with us. Perhaps 
Moses, when he looked ahead and saw “each generation and 
its interpreters,” shuddered when he saw Israel turning God’s 
living word into an idolatry, and that was why he smashed 
the first tablets. The second tablets were given on Yom Kip- 
pur, which has become the most highly ritualized day in the 
Jewish calendar. Here we are, supposedly confronting our in- 
nermost selves, and instead we are busy chanting triple acros- 
tic hymns written in the Middle Ages! How important it is to 
recall on Yom Kippur, in the midst of all this elaborate ritual 
(recalling yet another more ancient ritual that lies behind it), 
that the real goal of all these rites is cleansing our heart, so 
that God's word will once again shine forth from within it. 


== 4 


Yom Kippur exists by the merit of Moses our Teacher, of blessed 
memory; it is the day when he brought down the second tablets. 
Israel joined with him by fasting on the final day of those forty, 
and his merit was attached to them all. Moses is called “the 
Man of God” (Ps. 90:1). All of Israel were supposed to attain that 
state, as it says: “I said you were gods, all of you children of the 
most high” (Ps. 82:6). We were all supposed to become like an- 
gels. Moses remained on that rung, but no one else. On Yom 
Kippur we again become like angels, through the power of 
Moses our Teacher, since he joined himself to the whole com- 
munity of Israel. That is why we have to be one on Yom Kippur, 


for it is only then that Moses dwells in our midst. . . . 
Oo 


The moment of revelation on Shavu’ot was supposed to be a 
breakthrough for humanity; Israel were to lead in the trans- 
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formation of us humans into angels, beings who would learn 
to transcend entirely our corporeal selves. Our existence as 
denizens of two worlds, the spiritual and the physical—with 
all the conflicts that seem to exist between them—was to 
come to an end. But we were not ready, and we rushed to find 
a physical representation of divinity in the Golden Calf. Ever 
since then we have but a taste of divinity, moments like 
Shabbat and Yom Kippur, when we know what transcendence 
is. In each of us, however, there lives a bit of Moses, the one 
who went up the mountain and did not falter. Each Jew con- 
tains something of Moses, the Man of God. 


SUKKOT 


The sukkah is like a huppah, concluding the marriage of man 
and wife. “For I caused Israel to dwell in sukkot when I took 
them out of the Land of Egypt” (Lev. 23:43). At the Exodus 
from Egypt Israel were sanctified (=“wedded”) to God, as it 
says: “I am the Lord who sanctifies [or ‘weds’] you, who 
brought you forth from the Land of Egypt to be your God” 
(Lev. 22:32-33). 

There is a claim to be made against this: why should Israel 
be selected from among all creatures to be God’s own posses- 
sion? [Scripture says of our father Jacob:] “For his possessions 
he made sukkot” (Gen. 33:17). It is also written [in the prayer- 
book] “who spreads out (pores) a sukkah of peace.” But the 
word pores also means “to divide” or “to choose a portion,” 
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for “God's portion is His people” [Israel] (Deut. 32:9), which 
He has chosen from among all creatures. 

God is wholeness itself. Why then did He choose a fragment 
of something? Scripture answers: “I dwell with the lowly and 
those of humble spirit” (Is. 57:15). The Zohar adds that a per- 
son with a broken heart is indeed whole. This in fact is to be 
said in God's praise: wherever He dwells there is wholeness; 
He makes a whole out of the half. 

This is the real meaning of “who spreads a sukkah of 
peace.” The inner point that is everywhere is wholeness; Is- 
rael represents this among God's creatures. On Sukkot seventy 
bullocks are offered for the seventy nations. The water liba- 
tion [of Sukkot] is also interpreted by the Talmud to mean that 
Israel should pray for God’s kingdom to spread over all Cre- 
ation. This is the meaning of [the verse:] “Do not be like ser- 
vants who serve the king only to receive [your own] reward.” 

5:18] 


The teaching is based upon the triple meaning of the root peh- | 
resh-samekh. In the prayerbook passage it means “to spread 
forth.” Elsewhere it means “to divide” or “set off.” Related 
to this meaning is “prize” or “reward,” that of the final quo- 
tation, a well-known adage from Pirke Avot. 

The point is that Israel are chosen to serve God for the sake 
of all humanity and all Creation. If they think only of their 
own good and their own needs, they are like the faithless ser- 
vant, the one concerned only with reward. 

This highly universalist message, forgotten in our years of 
struggle for survival, is one we need to learn again. Jewish life 
will ultimately be meaningful only if its content is ultimate: 
a contribution to the survival and maintenance of all exis- 
tence, not just of the Jewish people. 


“Take unto yourselves the fruit of the goodly tree” (Lev. 23:40). - 
On Sukkot God draws Israel near to Him, as it says: “He 
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spreads forth a sukkah of peace.” He protects us as His own 
children. Israel, too, want to be attached to God; they seek to 
do good deeds so that it not be God’s grace alone that helps 
them. This is the meaning of “Take unto yourselves” —of your 
own accord. 

Scripture also says: “Tell me the way to live, to be sated 
with joy in Your presence” (Ps. 16:11). Lulav is numerically 
equal to hayyim (life); Israel desire the true life of their inner 
selves. This is what it means to be “sated with joy”—the 
more deeply you take life into your heart, the more you are 
sated. This happens through the Julav and the species that ac- 
company it. Israel actually point to God, taking in the light of 
the sukkah, which is given to them as a gift. When the king 
invites guests, he gives them what their heart desires. “Who- 
ever invites someone does so with the intent that they eat 
and drink.” 

That is why He says to us: “Take unto yourselves,” mean- 
ing that we should choose life for ourselves. On Sukkot all Is- 
rael are granted awareness, as it says: “So that all your 
generations be aware...” (Lev. 23:43). Awareness for the 
whole year comes about on Sukkot, the last of the three 
“legs” on which the year stands. The mitsvah of sukkah 
stands on its own, but the Julav-species represent the aware- 
ness that Israel receive and take into the depths of their 


hearts... . 
5:181 


The teaching interprets the wavings of the lulav, the way we 
point in each direction and then move inward. The Sefat 
Emet suggests that in each direction we are pointing to God, 
and then taking deep into our hearts the awareness that God 
is to be found there. Wherever we point—north, east, south, or 
west, up or down—we are pointing at God. The instrument 
we use for that pointing, the lulav, also means “life”; we use 
our entire lives as ways of seeking out ever new sacred aware- 
ness and bringing it home, to deepen and expand the knowing 
in our hearts. 
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The joy of the water-drawing place is one of the ceremonies 
of Sukkot. For it is from there, from joy, that we draw the holy 
spirit. Joy is the vessel with which we draw the living waters, 
the holy spirit, of which it says: “He blew into his nostrils the 
breath of life” (Gen. 2:7). As a person holds fast to the life- 
force that each of us has from God, life spreads forth through 
all his limbs. 

It says [of these festive days]: “We saw no sleep.” The 
Midrash says the same of Moses, that for forty days and nights 
he was unable to sleep, knowing there was no measure to that 
which he was receiving in every hour. Of Sukkot it says: 
“seven days in the year” (Lev. 23:41), something it says of no 
other festival. The light of the entire year depends upon these 
seven days. And the vessel through which we receive that 
light is joy. 

53182. 


Sukkot is called zeman simhatenu, “the season of our joy.” 
Hasidim celebrate the entire week in song and dance, staying 
up late into the night in celebrations that seek to recreate the 
joy of Sukkot in ancient Israel, including the water-drawing 
festival. The ecstasy of this celebration, we are told here, has 
the purpose of enlightenment and the renewal of life itself. 


— 


Sukkot is said to be in memory of the Clouds of Glory that 
went with Israel in the wilderness. But how did they merit 
being accompanied by Clouds of Glory? The Zohar attributes 
it to [the verse:] “I remember the lovingkindness of your 
youth, the love of your betrothal, when you followed Me in 
the wilderness, the unsown land” (Jer. 2:2). 

The main point is that they placed themselves under God's _ 
blessed rule. After coming out of Egypt they feared for their 
souls, lest they fall again under the domain of the “other side.” 
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Even though choice is given to a person, there is a choice 
about that as well. One can choose with all his soul not to 
have choice, but rather to follow God’s lead and be guided in 
an upright path. 

After the days of judgment, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kip- 
pur, have passed, Israel are cleansed of sin. Now they have to 
choose God as their leader; this too is a form of teshuvah. Pre- 
viously we returned out of fear, but this teshuvah is from love. 
We see that in God's grace we have been forgiven and purified 
of all our sins. But we still [need to] return to Him, realizing 
that we have no place of our own, but only dwell in His shade. 

5:0 


Can we “choose not to choose”! This seemingly strange ques- 
tion is an important one in our age, a time when many are 
plagued by an excess of choice. So many things that once 
seemed to be given and unchangeable circumstances of life 
are now matters of chosen “lifestyle” that some are tempted 
to reject choice itself as a “demon” of the age. Yet all our 
commitments, even those seemingly most choice-rejecting, 
are themselves chosen. Somewhere within our hearts there 
always lurks the possibility that we might have chosen oth- 
erwise, or that we still may. 

The Sefat Emet was a perceptive reader of modernity. He 
wished he could hold back the new vistas of choice and temp- 
tation by urging a collective decision not to choose. But he 
was wrong about choice: once we know that we are the 
choosers, no firmness of decision or mythic denial of choice 
(“Israel stand under oath since Mount Sinai”—therefore, they 
have no choice) will make a difference. We may indeed still 
choose the upright paths of tradition, but this choice is one 
that has to be struggled with and reaffirmed each day. 


—we 


Sukkot is called the Festival of Ingathering, when everyone 
harvests and gathers his property into his home. This is a good 
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time to remember that we and all we possess belong to God; 
He, too, gathers us into His home, the sukkah. 
5:184 


== 6 


The days of Sukkot are called “season of our joy,” because 
God has privileged us to dwell in His shade. The sukkah is 
something like the Garden of Eden, where it says: “He placed 
there the person whom He had made” (Gen. 2:8). The true in- 
tent of Creation was that humans dwell there, in that place of 
joy, of which we say [in the wedding blessings]: “. . . as You 
gave joy to Your creature in Eden of old.” Even though we are 
also told that “He expelled the human” (Gen. 3:24), there are 
times when some bit of Eden still glows. God has brought us 
into this dwelling that belongs to the realm of heaven, as the 
Talmud says [prescribing the grace after a wedding-banquet}: 
“There is joy in His dwelling-place.” That is why being in this’ 
place brings us joy. 

God above is surely happy because Israel have purified 
themselves before Him on Yom Kippur. We now partake of 
His joy. Of this, Scripture says: “Before the Lord [or ‘for the 
Lord’s sake’] you will be purified” (Lev. 16:30). We rejoice 


not only at our own purification but also in the joy God 
takes in us. 


5:199 


The memory of Eden has not disappeared; we humans man- 
age to stay alive in this world because the spark of that 
memory is not quite extinguished, and can be rekindled in 
us at special moments. The moments of bride and groom 
under the huppah often have that quality, as two evocations 
of the wedding blessings here indicate. So, too, does the sim- 
ple act of dwelling in the sukkah, another protective bower 


touched by divine grace, open us to the possibility of a 
renewed Eden. 
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The Talmud recalls a difference of opinion regarding the verse: 
“... for I caused the children of Israel to dwell in booths when 
I brought them out of the Land of Egypt” (Lev. 23:43). One 
says this refers to real booths, while the other says it refers to 
the Clouds of Glory. 

Both must somehow be true. But we have to understand the 
one who said “real booths.” What did he have in mind? He 
must have been thinking of [another rabbinic interpretation 
of the sukkah], where “Torah says: ‘Go out of your fixed 
dwelling and dwell in this temporary shelter!’” That indeed is 
the true meaning of the freedom given to every Jew when we 
left Egypt: not to be stuck in the ways of nature. “I caused the 
children of Israel to dwell in booths when I brought them 
forth” means that [God] implanted in the hearts of Israel the 
power to escape the prison of the body and nature, to dwell in 
this world as temporary visitors. On the verse “They traveled 
from Raamases to Sukkot” (lit.: “to booths”—Ex. 12:37) the 
sages quoted: “I have raised you up on eagles’ wings and 
brought you unto Me” (Ex. 19:4). He gave them the power to 
be high above nature, complete with wings with which to fly 
to their Father in Heaven. 

As much as a person fulfills this sense of “dwelling,” not 
being stuck in this-worldly things, in that very measure do the 
name of heaven and the sukkah of the Clouds of Glory go 
with him. ... 


5:202 


This is a beautiful, almost ecstatic description of freedom as 
understood in a religious context. Liberation from Egypt 
means that we are truly free, free from all attachments to 
worldly things, if only we are willing to live our lives that 
way. Each of us has the power to release ourselves from na- 
ture and to make use of those wings God gave us to fly to His 
place in the Clouds of Glory. 
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But alas we are human, all too human, and our way is to be 
householders rather than renunciates. Once a year, therefore, 
we are both reminded (and challenged) by dwelling in the 
sukkah of the freedom each of us has within us since the day 
we were brought forth from Egypt. The “eagles’ wings” are 
still there awaiting us. 

—<——e | 8 
The holiday of Sukkot draws Israel to repent in love and joy. 
Of this it is said: “Love covers over all sins” (Prov. 10:12). That 
is the sukkah, which shields Israel. Of this, Scripture says: 
“Many waters cannot douse love” (Cant. 8:7). Israel’s love for 
God remains forever in their hearts. It is only sin that hides 
the love, so on these days [when sin has been forgiven] it is re- 
vealed. ... 

My grandfather always used to say that there is a point 
within each Jew’s heart that God protects. In this way He is- 
[the] “shield of Abraham.” This is the point of love, the love 
that many waters cannot douse. 

This holiday of Sukkot is like the tabernacle; it, too, was a 
dwelling given to the children of Israel after they had repented 
of their sin [the Golden Calf]. RaSHI interprets “Moses as- 
sembled the people” (Ex. 35:1) to have taken place on the day 
after Yom Kippur, when he came down from the mountain 
and God had joyously been appeased by the children of Israel. 
It was then that they began to contribute to the tabernacle, on 
those days between Yom Kippur and Sukkot. Since it says 
“each morning” (Ex. 36:3), one gets the impression that it was 
only a few days. In the joyous giving for the tabernacle, prepa- 
ration was made for this “season of our joy” each year. The 
Midrash quotes “He loves them freewillingly” (Hos. 14:5) to 
show that the freely willed and joyous giving for the building 


of the tabernacle awakened love between Israel and their Fa- 
ther in Heaven. ... 


5:203f. 
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The love of God is ever present in the hearts of all Israel. We 
would have to expand this to say “all humanity.” There is no 
human being who is not capable of gratitude to the Source of 
Life for the gifts that he or she has been given. But that which 
“covers” love, which makes it difficult for us to reach or ex- 
press that deeply natural feeling, seems more complicated. 
“Sin,” and especially the guilt we feel in response to sin, is 
certainly an important factor. But in our time anger is a factor 
as well. We Jews are still struggling and learning to “forgive” 
God for the holocaust (as though it were God who needed for- 
giveness!). Doubt also keeps us from expressing our love of 
God. But perhaps more than all else it is our fear of vulnera- 
bility that makes us hide our love of God. “Do I want to get 
involved?” “Do I want to take the risks of love!” Loving God 
in that sense is like any love: dangerous, demanding, leaving 
us open to hurt. 

The difference is our faith that God is always there, present 
even to heal the heart that breaks for love of God. 


— 2 


The commandment of sukkah comes after the Day of Atone- 
ment. It is said that “only your sins separate you from your 
God” (Is. 59:2). So now that they have been purified of sin, the 
separation has been taken away. Some sins cause separation 
of the unity of the person and his fellow-man, this is “sepa- 
rate you” in the limited sense. Others bring about separation 
between man and God. 

On Sukkot all becomes one and all the souls of Israel unite. 
This is pointed to by the four species [representing various 
types of souls,] all joined in one grouping. And the sukkah 
joins the souls of Israel to be one with their Father in Heaven. 
That is why it is called “the holiday of ingathering.” 

5:236 


The essential claim of all mystics here receives clear and 
deeply Jewish expression. Separation is caused by sin, by 
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attention to externals, by turning to the material world. 
When these are removed, all the barriers to oneness, the true 
natural state of being, fall away, and we are all joined into a 
single One. 


HOSHA‘NA KABBAH 


The ’aravah (willow) has neither aroma nor taste [referring, 
according to the Midrash, to Jews who have neither learning 
nor good deeds]. What, then, is its importance? The willow- 
leaf is shaped like the mouth, which is the locus of all of Is- 
rael’s power; “the voice is the voice of Jacob” (Gen. 27:22). 
The willow thus refers to King David [symbolizing 
malkhut, the fourth and passive member of the kabbalistic 
quaternity]. The three other species refer to the three patri- 
archs; David is the one who says: “I am prayer” (Ps. 109:4). 
Now it is true that the sound of prayers of the righteous, those 
who come with “aroma” and “taste,” reach to much higher 
rungs. But their attainment is due in part to the [learning and] 
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good deeds that accompany them. The one who comes with 
neither aroma nor taste indeed has only prayer itself. 

This is the meaning of “the prayer of a poor man who is en- 
wrapped” (Ps. 102:1). He wraps himself entirely in his prayer, 
as in [the verse:| “I am prayer.” This is pleasing (’arev) to God 
and is thus called ’aravah. That is why this day is called 
Hosha’na Rabbah, the Great Salvation, because on this day 
even the lowly, those without taste or aroma, are saved. This 
salvation reaches out to lowly generations like ours, a time 
when [all of us] have only prayer. On this day the gates of 
prayer are open in Israel’s mouths. .. . 

5:194 


The last line is especially worthy of note. Where are the gates 
of prayer, those that seem to be sometimes open, sometimes 
closed? They are in the mouths of human beings who seek to 
pray. God has no gates. God is everywhere, hears every sound 
as a part of the great eternal chorus. It is only we who some- 
times close the gates, losing for a while our ability to open 
our mouths in prayer. On this day of days, the day called 
Yom ‘Aravah, the Day of the Willow or the day of the mouth 
itself, all our mouths are open once more to the possibility 
of prayer. 


Our sages composed many supplications to be recited on this 
Day of the Willow. The power of Israel lies in its mouth, and 
the willow is shaped like the mouth or the lips, as our Sages 
have taught. : 

The two lips seem to represent two forms of praise: one that 
can be uttered by the mouth in speech and the other in silence. 
Of these the rabbis taught: “A word for a penny, but silence for 
two” [i.e., silence is worth more than speech]. The two willows 
or the two lips thus also stand for Moses and Aaron, Moses 
being the verbal power of Torah, while of Aaron it says: “And . 
Aaron was silent” (Lev. 10:3); his was the power of silence. : 
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Since we find that the sin of evil talk is worse than any other, 
the power of the one who can keep his mouth closed at times 
of conflict is very great. The sages read “He hangs the earth 
upon belimah” (Job 26:7) to refer to the one who closes his 
mouth. This refers to Aaron, who loved peace and pursued it. 

These two [speech and silence] in fact depend upon one an- 
other. The more you guard your mouth, the better you can 
open it when it comes to Torah. ... 

This may be the difference between the willow when at- 
tached to the Julav, where it refers to speaking words of Torah, 
combining with the other three species, each of which stands 
for some great principle, and the willow alone, representing 
the power of silence and the value of guarding one’s tongue. 
That is why we are taught that there is no blessing to be re- 
cited for beating the willow, since it in itself stands for silence. 

5:226 


These words in praise of silence are most noteworthy. They 
follow an old Jewish tradition of carefully measuring speech 
and not allowing oneself to engage in anything that might be 
termed vain or wasteful talk. How much we wish that the 
value of guarding speech was more widely appreciated by 
Jews in our time. Silence as a value has almost disappeared 
from Judaism, even where Torah study and sacred language 
are still very much alive. We may have to relearn the disci- 
pline of silence, if only to provide counterpoint for our sacred 
language, which will then speak all the more clearly. 


he 


eae an sce ae on the eee lines f 


ine je er r 


ae) Date Datta? La 
Em ey 1° las 
ek Theme 


> ans 


nneyeie ar 3 oem! qe ia 
aimee pooh aap? nathan 
Ewe ah: 7. oe dggpe grr: Te Sevier tmauameaate 
te oeomerorary z 
wel die: wpleses.o: omiecd Soi 
cha fie powcr: cfimgengmr: ~ plenaneh Tete set 
Seem cis) , ola + lliew ade bee shew ee j 
odes 3) 6 gin }) SY BD D ig tan 
SE | ey, ai blige dodo ; 
ceieetiven: atime cise Meeata ee nmeniy 
* bed a 23 Chora 2 a = 
oS WS eg “2 range wor = 
— 2, Ea, Sand Lo Ment 
tama Dapeectel lec get bot . . awe, Se 
Mis: memati” pet Seman, cae, camel 
OAT foeig tee yvoupwott ya 7 
~ aah eee 2 hea aa 
RECS). ou me Se4 uit ® ay aot 
SeG@maeL | ot5n) Tio Mats iT ie ame 


me al ee yas it re So 7 ay 


faut « = ’ me 
4 
~ 
Thal, Loony 4 
eg ats am: it 
> 
a ree 


: i 
: er 
Seco emia, 


INANY Ww 


731 nose 


SHEMINI ‘ATSERET/ 
SIMHAT TORAH 


Why do Shemini /Atseret and Simhat Torah follow the holi- 
day [of Sukkot]? The Faithful Shepherd [of the Zohar] suggests 
that there are two types of teshuvah. One sort intends only to 
mend the sin itself, while the other, more complete teshuvah 
includes a return to Torah study with all one’s strength. The 
goal of this “return” is not only to atone for one’s soul, but to 
be purified in order to serve God. You repent in order to re- 
move the barrier [between yourself and God] that sin has 
erected in your soul. 

That is why we accept the yoke of Torah immediately after 
the days of repentance. Scripture says: “On the eighth day 
there shall be an assembly for you” (Num. 29:35). It is for you 
because the gates of teshuvah are open to all. But Israel take 
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greater joy in accepting God’s service anew than they did in 
having their sins forgiven... . 
5:186 


This is a hasidic teaching very much in the spirit of the Ba’al 
Shem Tov. The problem with sin is that it is a hindrance; it 
keeps us from doing the work we are here to do. Israel knows 
that humans are placed on earth in order to serve God; ful- 
filling that task is our greatest joy. Sin creates a barrier of 
guilt that keeps us from serving. When that barrier is re- 
moved, either through the penitential season or through any 
human act of contrition and teshuvah, we can get back to 
being who we really are, faithful and joyous servants of God 
and God’s creatures. 


= 2 


The Midrash says that Shemini ‘Atseret really should occur - 
fifty days after Sukkot, just as Shavu’ot takes place fifty days 
after Passover. The reason it is held immediately is so as not 
to trouble people during the winter season. 

When Israel came out of Egypt, they counted forty-nine days 
of purification, which the Zohar compares to a woman count- 
ing the days after her period until she is ritually pure. The 
same is true of these days. On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kip- 
pur Israel are liberated from the evil urge. They, too, need days 
of purity before they are ready to receive the Torah [on Simhat 
Torah]. But here the purification takes place on the seven fes- 
tive days of Sukkot, parallel to the seven weeks of counting 
before Shavu’ot. Here we have the help of the mitsvot of 
sukkah and lulav, God’s grace hovering over us closely. It may 
also be, as the Zohar says, that those who have just repented 
bear great strength, and they can repair a great deal all at once. 
In this season we are all ba’aley teshuvah; we can restore 


what we need so that we get right to Shemini ’Atseret and 
Simhat Torah. 
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The point is that in the preceding holy days, our souls were 
set right and made into vessels that can receive the holy pour- 
ing forth of God’s blessing. Shemini Atseret is the time for 
that blessing. “An assembly for you” (Num. 29:35) means that 
this is the time when we receive. We have become whole 
enough to be vessels that will contain God’s blessing, which 
comes forth on these days. That is why we read the portion 
“This is the blessing” (Deut. 33:1). 

5:186 


The parallel between the spring and fall festivals is an inter- 
esting one, made in a number of hasidic sources. The Jewish 
calendar may essentially be said to contain two holy periods 
of approximately the same length, one in spring and one in 
fall. The spring period celebrates the nation, beginning with 
its liberation from Egypt, continuing for a period that recalls 
“your going after Me in the wilderness” (Jer. 2:2), and climax- 
ing fifty days later with the receiving of the Torah. 

The fall season is that of the individual. It begins on Rosh 
Hodesh Elul. Because the liberation here is from our inner 
demons, representing a more constant struggle, the great 
events take place in the middle of the period, rather than at 
its beginning. The cleansing or liberation of the self is fol- 
lowed by a lyrical period of following God out into the 
wilderness, represented by the sukkah and branches, culmi- 
nating in our joy at the renewed acceptance of Torah on 
Simhat Torah. 

The message of both seasons is the same: first you must be- 
come free, no longer dominated by idolatrous or materialistic 
concerns. This liberation will give you a sense of joyous wor- 
ship, a closeness to God born of your love set free. But this 
period of intimacy and spontaneous faithfulness will not last. 
Out of it you must find Torah, norms of behavior, and ways of 
remembering that will sustain your religious life, even when 
the sacred season is no more and you have to survive in the 
profane workaday world in which we are destined to live. 
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“This is the blessing” (Deut. 33:1). The Midrash says that 
Torah came in order to bless Israel. 

Before Moses died he handed over his power, the Torah 
given him at Sinai, to the entire Jewish people. Therefore he 
called it “an inheritance for the communiy of Israel” (Deut. 
33:4). Whenever the children of Israel gather together we fulfill 
{the commandment]: “There is a king in Jeshurun when the 
heads of the people gather” (Deut. 33:5). 

We recite blessings before and after we read from the Torah. 
I heard from my grandfather and teacher that these two bless- 
ings are parallel to the blessings over food. The blessing we re- 
cite before we eat is for the food itself, which God created. The 
blessing after eating is for the power the food contains to sat- 
isfy us as we digest it, and for the strength that food gives to 
our bodies. That is why the blessing after meals may be said 
until the food is digested. The same is true of Torah. In addi- . 
tion to giving the Torah, God also gave “a blessing after it,” 
that the words light up a person’s heart. 

It may be that the two holidays are parallel to these: 
Shavu'ot celebrates the giving of the Torah itself, while Simhat 
Torah is “an assembly for you.” That is for the power left by 
Torah, that which shines and gives forth blessing within the 
hearts of Jews.... 

This is Torah’s blessing: it gives life to those who study it. 
That is why the blessing says: “He implanted eternal life 
within us.” This is the oral Torah, that which gives forth bless- 
ing in the heart and bears fruit. This, too, is a gift of God, as it 
says: “From Me does your fruit come forth” (Hos. 14:9). Even 
what is added, the new interpretations offered by the sages, isa 
gift of God. This is the power that Moses left to the entirety of 
Israel through all generations, to the end of time... . 


5:202 


The mystic understands well that no sharp lines can be 
drawn between divine gift and human creativity. The power 
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of humans to create, and here especially to create through 
constant reinterpretation, is itself a divine gift. So Torah, the 
same Torah in its entirety, is thus God’s Torah, the one we re- 
ceive and accept anew each Shavu’ot, and our Torah, the one 
recreated each year by the collective reinterpretations of all 
Israel, which we celebrate on Simhat Torah. 


“Moses commanded us Torah” (Deut 33:4). Elsewhere, Scrip- 
ture says: “For the commandment is a candle and Torah is 
light” (Prov. 6:23) and “A candle of God is the human soul” 
(Prov. 20:27). The souls of Israel are vessels into which the 
light of Torah is able to flow. Thus it is that the light of Torah 
is interpreted and illuminated in accordance with the worthi- 
ness of each generation. In a lowly generation, God forbid, 
Torah’s light becomes hidden. Of this, Scripture says: “I am 
with him in sorrow” (Ps. 91:15), “I” [anokhi] referring to 
Torah, which is dependent upon the repair of Israel’s souls. 
This is the meaning of [the verse:] “Moses commanded us 
Torah.” “We” and “Torah” are thoroughly bound together. 
Therefore, Torah rejoices in Israel, and Israel rejoices in Torah. 
Moses is the go-between, the one who kindles the light of 
Torah in the candle-souls of Israel. 

[The verse continues: “An inheritance for the community 
of Jacob.”] The sages said: Do not read it as “inheritance” 
[morashah] but rather as “betrothed” [me’orasah], like a bride 
to her bridegroom. Both readings are correct. Torah really is a 
gift within the souls of Israel, but it is only as the person pre- 
pares himself that the light of Torah is renewed for him. Of 
this we say [in the Simhat Torah hymns): “It is strength and 
light for us.” “Strength” refers to Torah in its essence, while 
“light” is the shining forth of Torah, renewed for us con- 
stantly, but according to our efforts. [Thus it is said of Torah:] 
“Her breasts will slake your thirst at all times” (Prov. 5:19). 

That is why Scripture first says: “The Lord will give 
strength to His people” (Ps. 29:11) and then “God will bless 
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His people with peace.” The blessing is that which is added 
through the constant renewal of Torah. Thus it is taught that 
“when a person sits and studies Torah, the blessed Holy One 
sits and studies facing him.” 

5:229 


The teaching seems to be a defense of ongoing creative rein- 
terpretation of Torah. Perhaps an ultraconservative voice was 
raised against the urge within Hasidism, very much present 
in this work, to keep teachings fresh and ever “new.” By the 
late nineteenth century, the Sefat Emet was exceptional in 
this regard. Here he warns against those who view Torah only 
as an “inheritance,” something to be passed on unchanged to 
the next generation. Such a Torah will indeed have 
“strength,” the power to protect Jewish existence, but it will 
be without “light,” the true purpose for which Torah was 
given. This message is an urgent one in our day as well. “Pre- 
serving the tradition” is not an end in itself, but only a means 
to making God’s light shine forth through it. 


HANUKKAH 


It is written: “A lamp [candle] of the Lord is the soul of man, 
searching out all the belly’s chambers” (Prov. 20:27). The 
Gemara notes that searching requires a candle. One candle from 
another. “I will seek out Jerusalem with candles” (Zeph. 1:12). 

Sanctuary and Temple are found in every one of Israel, as 
Scripture says: “I will dwell within them” (Ex. 25:6}. These 
are present insofar as a person makes it clear to himself that 
all of life-energy comes from the soul. Thus we say each day: 


“The soul You have placed within me is pure... . ” This 
means that there is a certain pure place within each Jew, but it 
is indeed deeply hidden. 


When the Temple was standing, it was clear that all life- 
energy came from God. This is the meaning of |the verse:] “the 
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indwelling of Shekhinah [in the Temple] was witness that God 
dwells in Israel.” But even now, after that dwelling-place has 
been hidden, it can be found by searching with candles. The 
candles are the mitsvot; we need to seek within our hearts and 
souls in order to fulfill a mitsvah with all our strength. The 
word NeR (candle) stands for Nefesh Ruah (“soul” and 
“spirit”). To fulfill a mitsvah in this way we also make use of 
all our 248 limbs. These, combined with love and fear, to- 
gether add up to the equivalent of the word NeR (248 + 2 = 
250/Ner). Then we are ready to find the sanctuary, to come to 
that hidden point within. 

Especially at this season, when lights were miraculously lit 
for Israel even though they did not have enough oil, there 
remains light even now to help us, with the aid of these 
Hanukkah candles, to find that hidden light within. Hiding 
takes place mainly in the dark; we need the candles’ light to 
seek and to find.... 

But Scripture also says: “At that time I will seek out 
Jerusalem with candles.” This means that even now Jerusalem - 
and the Temple can be found by searching. Even when it says: 
“She is Zion; none seeks her” (Jer. 30:17), this means that she 
requires seeking! This happens by the power of the mitsvot that 
you do with all your strength. They arouse the inner life-energy, 
which is the pure point. Of this, Scripture says: “Seeking out 
all the belly’s chambers.” By the power of inwardness we can 
find the hidden light within all our own inner chambers. 

[This is the meaning of the verse: “A person must always 
measure himself as though a holy being dwelt within his in- 
nards.” Of a person who conducts himself in this way it is 
written: “Let them make Me a sanctuary and I will dwell 
within them.” Truly within them!] 


1:198 


The Hanukkah candles are here reinterpreted as a spiritual 
symbol. They are the light of the mitsvot by which we search 
out our inner selves. We are looking for the hidden divine 
light within ourselves; the mitsvot are light-seeking candles, | 
instruments given to us to aid us in that search. 
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Hanukkah is the time of rededication, making the Temple 
once again pure enough to be a dwelling-place for God. Our 
inner Temple, too, needs to be dedicated anew, to become 
again the place where God can dwell “within them.” 


== 72 


My grandfather and teacher quoted the Gemara that says: 
“Wicks and oils that the sages said not to use to light Sabbath 
lamps may be used for the lights of Hanukkah.” This, he ex- 
plained, refers to the impure souls within Israel. The word Ne- 
FeSh (soul) stands for Ner/Petilah/SHemen (lamp/wick/oil). 
Those that cannot rise up on the Sabbath—because “the light 
skips in them and [the wicks] are not drawn up”—can be 
brought up on Hanukkah. Thus far my grandfather's teaching. 

These holidays of Hanukkah and Purim belong to the oral 
Torah. The three festivals God gave us are commanded ex- 
pressly in the written Torah. God gave us those holy times, 
sanctified since Creation, for all was created through the Torah. 
They bear witness that the blessed Holy One has chosen Israel 
and is close to them, giving them his holy testimony. The word 
mo’ed, used for these festivals, is related to ’edut (testimony). 

But Hanukkah and Purim are special times that Israel mer- 
ited by their own deeds. These are called oral Torah; they are 
witness that Israel chose the blessed Holy One. Israel are 
joined to God and their deeds arouse God, for here they are ca- 
pable of creating new sacred times by their deeds. And because 
these holidays were brought about by Israel’s own deeds, every 
Jewish soul can be restored through them. Every single Jew 
can find a way of belonging and attachment to them. 

1:207 


Every Jewish soul is kosher enough to be a candle in God's 
menorah! This is our holiday, one that became sanctified only 
because of our actions, not by original divine intent. For this 
sort of holiday no one needs to feel inadequate or insuffi- 
ciently holy to participate. 
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It is interesting to note that such “Hanukkah and Purim” 
Jews existed already in Warsaw of the 1870s, when this teach- 
ing was given. Jews who were not “holy” when it came to ob- 
serving the Sabbath every week still showed up at the rebbe’s 
for the lighting of Hanukkah candles and were given a chance 
to warm their souls by the light of his teachings. 


— Se 


Hanukkah is the last miracle that was performed for us. There- 
fore, we have to find special strength in it. 

Why did all the miracles take place for Israel? Surely God 
could have guarded Israel in such a way that their enemies 
never would have ruled over them. Then there would have 
been no need for miracles! But the miracles were to demon- 
strate that Israel exists only by virtue of lights that come from 
above, from beyond nature. The miracles are particular to the 
way Israel is led, and this itself is the reason for the four king- . 
doms [who have subjugated them], that Israel constantly be in 
need of miracles. 

So it was that when God performed a miracle for our ances- 
tors, they would be sustained by it [for some period of time]. 
When the light of that miracle vanished, He would have to 
perform another for them. That’s the way it always was. 

This means that the light of the Hanukkah miracle still 
shines for us, since God has not yet performed another outright 
miracle. It must be that we are still sustained by that light. 

But in saying that when the light of one miracle passes, God 
performs another for us, we don’t mean to say that the light 
completely disappears, God forbid. Each miracle is in fact be- 
yond time and shines forth forever. Thus Scripture says: “He 
did so that His miracles be remembered” (Ps. 111:4). We mean 
rather that the renewal-force of the miracle grew old, due to 
the heavy burden of exile. Then God performed another mira- 
cle for us. 

But Hanukkah contains within it the power to keep renew- © 
ing until the redeemer comes (speedily, in our day!). That is 
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why it is called Hanukkah, meaning rededication or renewal. 
This miracle will keep renewing itself until the messiah 
comes (speedily, in our day. Amen!). 

1:208f. 


The real miracle of Hanukkah is that the miracle remains 
with us forever. Perhaps that is because its true meaning lies 
in our power to rededicate and purify ourselves. That sort of 
miracle, though it takes hard work and discipline, will re- 
main alive as a possibility as long as human life exists, in- 
deed “until the messiah comes.” 


= 4 


The word Hanukkah can be divided and read ashanu koh, 
meaning: “Thus did they camp.” 

The essential miracle of Hanukkah was the victory in battle 
over the wicked Hellenistic kingdom. The sages, wanting to 
show that the true joy of liberation from human bondage is that 
we are enabled to become servants of God . . . gave it this name. 

We are taught that although there was sufficient oil to burn 
for only one day, it lasted eight days. This does not have to be 
seen only in temporal terms. “Eight” represents wholeness 
[completing the Sabbath cycle and beginning again]. Under the 
yoke of Hellenistic decrees, the power of holiness in the Jews 
was weakened, until only a tiny bit of it remained within 
them. After the terrible struggles and battles against the Greek 
kingdom, they had no strength left to attain wholeness. Here 
God helped them, and the tiny point of holiness within them 
miraculously led them in an instant back to wholeness. They 
called this Hanukkah, “thus did they camp,” because here 
they attained true rest. Wholeness is the peace and rest of 
coming back to one’s root, as I have explained elsewhere. 

All this shows that were it not for the evil forces and the 
wicked who cover over the power of holiness, Israel would be 
ready to ascend to the highest rung, to cleave to the Root 
above. But “darkness covers the earth” (Is. 60:2). As soon as 
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they overpowered the Hellenists, they were blessed in a sin- 
gle moment and enabled to cleave to that Root above. 

This should console our generations as well. Even though 
we see how lowly we are, how we sink lower and lower in 
each generation, we retain our hope that in a single moment, 
when the time of redemption comes, we may, with God’s 
help, be carried all the way back to wholeness. 

1:211 


Here the miracle of the Hanukkah lights is interpreted sym- 
bolically, as it properly should be. The bit of oil that remained, 
miraculously lasting eight days, stands for the bit of strength 
that was present in the Jews, allowing them to last out the 
struggle with a much stronger enemy. In this hasidic version it 
is the bit of holiness still within them, despite the violations of 
Judaism imposed by the Greeks, that blossomed forth into 
true wholeness as soon as the oppression was removed. 

But this reading, like many interpretations of the Passover, 
Hanukkah, and Purim stories, bears within it the dark side 
of our tradition as well. We survived many centuries of op- 
pression because we were sure that God was with us and our 
enemies were all incarnations of evil. That “black and white” 
vision lends great strength but also has its dangers. In our 
own era, now that we are not an oppressed group, we have an 
obligation to expand it and become conscious of the many 
gradations of gray. Can we do that and still maintain the 
strength we had when we knew so clearly that we were God’s 
only candle in this world, shining forth against all incarna- 
tions of evil? 


PURIM 


[On Purim we sing:] “You have been their salvation forever; 
their hope from one generation to the next.” 

The salvation on Purim was eternal, for all generations. Just 
as the decree was “to destroy all the Jews” (Esth. 3:13), so does 
the miracle apply to all generations. The Jewish people exists 
only by virtue of this miracle. It has been taught that in this 
case there was a heavenly decree against the Jews, but that 
God acted miraculously without regard to their merit. Only 
because we are His people, trusting in Him always, did He 
have to save us at this time. That is why this holiday gives us 
such strength and hope, throughout our exile, to trust in God 
simply because we are joined to Him. 
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This seems to be why one is obligated to become so drunk on 
Purim that one cannot tell the difference between “Blessed be 
Mordecai!” and “Cursed be Haman!” We thereby show that this 
day has nothing at all to do with our merit. It is called Purim be- 
cause of the casting of lots; the fate [of destruction] was entirely 
natural and appropriate, the forces of evil having been strength- 
ened by our own sins. God saved us out of love alone... . 

It is taught that Purim is like the Day of Atonement, called 
Yom Ki-Purim. On Yom Kippur we reach beyond the natural 
state by negating our bodies, by abstaining from food and 
drink. This brings us to a certain freedom, one where trans- 
gressions are forgiven. On Purim we get to the same place by 
means of drinking and merrymaking, all with the help of God, 
not because of our own deeds. 

2:179 


Some parts of the teaching seem not to be recorded, but can be 
inferred from the connections made. The parallel between 
Purim and Yom Kippur is widespread, especially in hasidic © 
sources. Some express the hope that on Yom Kippur God will 
become so intoxicated by “drinking” the prayers of Israel that 
He will no longer be able to distinguish between the righteous 
and the wicked, and thus have to save us all. Here the hopeful 
claim seems to be that on Yom Kippur God will perform a mir- 
acle similar to that of Purim, a time when He ignored the 
question of merit and saved all Israel out of love alone. 


— 


The Talmud says we should be so intoxicated on Purim that 
we cannot distinguish “Blessed be Mordecai!” from “Cursed 
be Haman!” I heard my grandfather and teacher say that one 
has to rise to a place higher than the Tree of Knowledge of 
Good and Evil. I don’t recall it all in its proper order [!]. But 
the point was that the tree Haman prepared for Mordecai’s 
hanging was fifty cubits high, one higher than the forty-nine | 
measures of defilement and purification. The power of 
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Amalek is found on all those levels, [where one can be either 
pure or impure]. But the fiftieth gate is that of holiness; there 
are no two ways there, but only that of goodness, for that is 
the root of oneness. That is why it says [in the battle against 
Amalek]: “When Moses lifted his hand, Israel was victorious” 
(Ex. 17:11), for he raised it toward the fiftieth gate, the Tree of 
Life, which is the Torah. 

When the power of Moses, Prince of Torah, is awakened, 
Amalek is defeated. That is why we are told that on Purim 
there was another receiving of Torah, the revelation of that 
Tree of Life. That is a place that does not know about “Blessed 
be Mordecai” and “Cursed be Haman,” since evil does not 
reach there at all, to the root of unity. 

The intoxication of Purim also reminds us of the sweet fra- 
grances with which the world was filled as the Ten Command- 
ments were spoken. The fragrance of myrth and deror is referred 
to in Aramaic as marey dakhia, as my grandfather used to say. 
That is Mordecai, the bearer of Moses’ light, the root of Torah. 

261 


Purim here becomes a third festival of revelation. On 
Shavu’ot the original written Torah was revealed; because its 
light was too great for mortals to bear, the tablets had to be 
broken. Yom Kippur is the day of the second tablets, the 
Torah as restored by human participation in the revelatory 
event; it is thus the source of oral Torah. Purim hints at a 
third level, the revelation of a Torah beyond rules and 
statutes, Torah as the Tree of Life itself. This Torah is purely 
mystical; it is the name of God, that which was before the be- 
ginning and will finally be revealed only at the end. That is 
why we are taught that Purim, unlike the other holidays, will 
continue to exist even in messianic times. 


— 


It is taught that all the holidays will be canceled in the [mes- 
sianic] future, except for Purim, of which Scripture explicitly 


386 FESTIVALS 


says: “These Purim days will not pass away from among the 
Jews, and their memory will not cease amid their descen- 
dants” (Esth. 9:28). The holidays depend upon Israel, as it says: 
“These are the holy assemblies that you shall call... ” (Lev. 
23:4}. It is Israel who sanctify these days, unlike the Sabbath, 
which is established as a holy day [since God’s rest in Cre- 
ation]. Israel draw holiness into the course of time; “holy as- 
semblies” are “calling forth the holy” (mikra’ey kodesh). 

In the future there will be a “day that is all Sabbath,” tran- 
scending time itself. Then, as a matter of course, the holidays 
will be negated. “Who needs a candle at noontime?” The same 
is true of the rabbis’ teaching that the commandments will be 
abolished in the future. This does not mean, God forbid, that 
anything in the Torah will be negated. They will be abolished 
[because of the greater light,] like the light of a candle next to 
a great torch. “Torah is light and the commandment is a can- 
dle” (Prov. 6:23): when the light of Torah, the root of all com- 
mandments, will be revealed, the lesser light of the 
commandments will be obliterated. 

But in this world the deeds of Israel are beloved of God, for 
this is a world of darkness. The holidays are still of great im- 
portance, those “three times a year when you appear” (Deut. 
16:16), since it is because of them that holiness exists in this 
world. But on “the day that is all Sabbath,” when holiness is 
revealed from above, the holiness that we arouse by our deeds 
will be set aside. 

But on Purim holiness was revealed without human deeds, 
therefore, it will exist forever. Like the Sabbath, it does not 
depend upon the actions of those below. 


21 £: 


This aligning of Purim with Shabbat is somewhat strange. The 
Sabbath is holy in itself because it dates from before history; 
Purim is instituted by Esther and through the authority of the 
sages who lived after the sacred times of the Torah. On the 
face of things, Purim seems to be the most secular of Jewish 
holidays, a time when salvation takes place through human . 
cunning and without benefit of divine interference at all. 
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Of course the hasidic tradition cannot see it this way. Be- 
cause providence here is hidden, it must be of a higher order, 
entirely transcending the realm of human action. Here too, as 
in the preceding teaching, Purim points to a higher realm, the 
nature of which will be revealed only in the mysterious future. 
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The holiday of Pesah is called Shabbat in the Torah, as in 
“from the day after the Sabbath” (Lev. 23:15). Pesah is like 
Shabbat, of which Scripture says “remember” and “keep.” Of 
Pesah too it says: “this day will be a remembrance for you” 
(Ex. 12:14) or “so that you remember the day you came out of 
Egypt” (Deut. 16:3) and “Keep the month of Aviv” (Deut. 
16:1); “Keep the matzot” (Ex. 12:17). For memory is a point 
within, one where there is no forgetfulness. Since this point 
is revealed within the souls of Israel on Shabbat, it has to be 
“kept” or guarded from flowing into that place where forget- 
ting occurs. That is why “keep” and “remember” were said 
{in the Ten Commandments] in a single utterance. 
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The same is true of the redemption from Egypt. On every 
Pesah a Jew becomes like a new person, like the newborn child 
each of us was as we came forth from Egypt. The point im- 
planted by God within our hearts is renewed. That point is 
called Jehem ’oni (poor people’s bread}, because it is totally 
without expansion. Matzah is just the dough itself, not hav- 
ing changed through fermentation. Every Jew has this inner 
place, the gift of God. Our task is really to expand that point, 
to draw all our deeds to follow it. This is our job throughout 
the year, for better or worse. But this holiday of matzot is the 
time when the point itself is renewed, purified from any de- 
filement. Therefore, it has to be guarded from any “ferment” 
or change on this holiday. 

“Keep the matzot, for on this very day I brought the children 
of Israel forth from the land of Egypt” (Ex. 12:17)—be-’etsem 
(“this very day”) refers to that inward point, just as it is in it- 
self (be-’atsmo), without any change. This is why it needs 
“keeping.” “This day is a remembrance”—for the renewal of 
that point within, the point of memory. One could also read it - 
“a remembrance” indeed, a day that reminds us of the real rea- 
son we were Created in this world: to do His will. .. . 

3:99 


The liberation from Egypt happened to Israel be-’etsem, “in 
their very selves.” Here, no place is given to the old debate 
between those who first want to transform the inner life or 
renew the human spirit and those who believe first in allevi- 
ating the social and economic woes of humanity. In this par- 
adigmatic event of liberation, both take place at once: both 
the souls and the bodies of Israel become free. Of course the 
biblical tale is somewhat different. They may be free 
be-’etsem from this moment, but the realization and accep- 
tance of that freedom will take forty hard years and the pass- 
ing of a strife-torn generation. 
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“Even if we were all wise, all understanding, and all knowing 
the Torah, we would still be commanded to tell of the Exodus 
from Egypt. And one who goes to great lengths in telling this 
tale is considered all the more praiseworthy.” Scripture tells 
us: “When you bring the people forth from Egypt you shall 
serve God...” (Ex. 3:12), and also: “I am the Lord your God 
who brought you forth from the land of Egypt to become your 
God” (Num. 15:41). 

This process is renewed each year: Pesah is the season of our 
freedom. This is the meaning of [the verse:] “You are My ser- 
vant Israel, in whom I take pride” (Is. 49:3). Afterwards, on 
Shavu’ot, is the time when our Torah is given. Torah is re- 
newed on Shavu’ot in accordance with the freedom that has 
been awakened on Pesah. Something like this happens every 
single day as well, as we recall both coming forth from Egypt 
and receiving the Torah. Even though we have already re- 
ceived the Torah, there is still a renewed revelation of Torah in 
each generation, each year, and each day—a revelation pecu- 
liar to that time. That is why freedom, too, needs to be re- 
newed each year; through this we are able to renew our 
acceptance of divinity. 

“To become your God”—this is something that takes place 
in the present and is forever happening anew. 


3:103 


The relationship of liberation from Egypt to the revelation at 
Sinai is here taken to a point of abstraction from the concrete 
historical circumstances. Every person, at all times, must first 
become free; only then can he or she hear the word of God 
and enter into the sacred covenant. 

The constancy of this ordering, repeated for every nation 
and for each individual, has great significance for a Jewish so- 
cial ethic. We cannot expect a person or a group to come to re- 
sponsible commitment or to true community until they are 
first liberated from the Egypt that binds them, however com- 
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plex or subtle their enslavement might be. Our Jewish role 
should encourage others to follow this ordering: to support 
people’s need for liberation and to help them move from Egypt 
to Sinai, from the exultation of being free to hearing the com- 
manding voice that calls for community based on mutual car- 
ing and shared symbols that evoke the divine presence. 

As individuals as well, each of us needs to renew this 
process each year, each day: to declare first our freedom from 
bondage and then our free choice for love and commitment. 


—— 


“The more one tells about the Exodus from Egypt, the more 
praiseworthy.” For the Exodus from Egypt never ends, as Scrip- 
ture says: “[So that you will remember the day when you went 
out of Egypt] all the days of your life” (Deut. 16:3). In the act of 
telling about the Exodus, the miracle itself is continually ful- 
filled and enhanced. Since this tale of the Exodus is a section of - 
Torah, it has to go on forever. That is why the rabbis added to 
the tale, saying that there were really fifty plagues rather than 
ten, and even more. Now, they felt, the fifty could be revealed, 
while previously they had been hidden within the ten. That’s 
what telling the tale does: it keeps drawing out further poten- 
tial. The real point of the story is that we are liberated from 
the force of evil. The root of that force was back there in Egypt, 
but the specifics of our liberation are worked out each year. 


3:69 


The root of evil is the enslavement and the degradation of the 
human spirit, the denial, inherent in slavery, that each 
human being is the image of God. That principle is constant 
and unchanging; we are as committed to it now as we were 
on the day we left Egypt. But the many ways in which that 
evil force manifests itself, the haman communities stil] cry- 
ing out for liberation from bondage, the subtleties of enslave- 
ment even among those who think they are free, the new 
categories of evil and degradation we had failed to notice for 
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so long—all these need to be discovered and worked out each 
year. In this sense our liberation from bondage is truly an 
eternal process, one that continues to grow through the telling 
and through our deeds. 


—4 


“The wise son says: ‘What are these testimonies and stat- 
utes. . . ?’ And you answer him: ‘One does not conclude the 
Pesah feast with afikoman.’” 

It is written: “I remember the devotion of your youth, your 
love as a bride—how you followed Me in the wilderness, in a 
land not sown” (Jer. 2:2). When we came out of Egypt, we as 
yet had no comprehension of the ways of Torah or the com- 
mandments, not until God gave us the Torah and bestowed 
upon us other fine qualities. When we left Egypt, the main 
thing was to go forth into freedom. Thus we entered the cate- 
gory of those who serve God. 

So it is every year in this season of our freedom: every Jew is 
made a free person and is redeemed from all bondage, from all 
that binds us to worldly vanities. Later, on Shavu’ot, the giv- 
ing of the Torah is reawakened. That is why the wise son, who 
is ever ready to enter the gates of wisdom and awareness, un- 
derstands that this night is the gate of freedom and nothing 
more. So he asks what all the joy is for, since we have already 
attained much more than that [i.e., we already have received 
the Torah, the stage beyond liberation]. The answer, “One 
does not conclude the Pesah feast with afikoman,” means that 
right now this joy of freedom goes beyond everything else. 
This is [the meaning of the verse:] “You followed Me in the 
wilderness, in a land not sown.” Don’t ask for anything more 
than to be drawn after His blessed divine rule. 

That is why the haggadah refers to [the verse:] “How many 
great gifts God has given us,” [the first of which is,] “Had God 
only brought us out of Egypt . . . it would be enough.” It was 
through this act of coming forth into freedom that we got to 
all the rest. Therefore, the haggadah goes on to speak of “How 
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much greater is the redoubled good that God has done for us, 
taking us out of Egypt,”.and so forth. Coming out of Egypt was 
a double gift, for through it we came to all the rest. 

How much more true is this in our own exile! All we long 
for is redemption! Of this we say: “Draw me after you, let us 
run!” (Cant. 1:4), just as we were drawn after God in that un- 
sown land, knowing nothing of Torah or mitsvot. But now 
that “the king has [already] brought me into his chambers” 
(ibid.), certainly “we will delight and rejoice in you” (ibid.). 
Surely we will now follow You into the unsown land; “as in 
the days when you came forth from Egypt will I show him 
wonders” (Mic. 7:15). So the redemption of the future will also 
be followed by a sojourn into an unsown land, for a new path 
will be created. Of this, Scripture says: “A new teaching will 
come forth from Me” (cf. Is. 51:4). 

3:86f. 


In this passage and some others like it, the Sefat Emet ap- 
pears as a precursor of Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook’ 
(1865-1935), one who well understood that the new libera- 
tion of Israel taking place in modern times would require “a 
new teaching,” as already predicted in our ancient sources. 
Like the successors of the Sefat Emet, however, Kook re- 
mained very much a conservative in practice; their “new 
teaching” was indeed theologically radical, but that barely 
touched their views on halakhah. 

For those of us who live on the far side of that great divide, 
the stakes are infinitely higher. We indeed are waiting to dis- 
cover, or for God to reveal, the new teaching. Until that 
teaching is revealed, however, faithfulness to divine guidance 
“in the unsown land” is all we have. 


=—— 5 


“In every generation a person should see himself as one who 
had come forth from Egypt.” Shortly afterward the haggadah | 
says: “He brought us out from there.” 
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By means of faith that the Exodus takes place in each gener- 
ation, such an event is truly revealed. The MaHaRaL of Prague 
wrote that in a collective sense each Jew was indeed there at 
the Exodus from Egypt, but he “should see himself as though 
he had come forth” as an individual [in each generation”). 

The fact is that faith draws us into the collective; surely the 
redemption from Egypt happened to that collective body, to 
the “point of Jewishness” from which each Jew draws life. We 
come to awareness of this, however, only through faith. 

But once you see yourself as though having come forth from 
Egypt, knowing that the awareness you have could not have 
come to you without your leaving Egypt, you begin to under- 
stand how that “leaving” really happens. 

That is why the haggadah says: “Even if we are all wise, all 
understanding, all knowing the Torah, it is incumbent upon 
us to tell of the Exodus from Egypt.” Even a wise person, one 
attached to the living God, has to realize that this has come 
about because he has left Egypt. This is the truth, but we need 
to make it clear to ourselves by means of faith. 

“Telling” (sippur) of the Exodus can also mean “making 
pure” or “shining.” We reveal with absolute clarity that there 
is an Exodus in every generation, according to the need of that 
generation. All this was there at the moment of the [first] Ex- 
odus from Egypt. The more you have faith that you are as one 
redeemed from Egypt, the more this redemption is actually re- 
vealed. Then you will feel the present redemption, each one 


coming forth from his own straits. 
3:45 


The various commentaries on the haggadah often seem to 
wrestle with the question of whether Passover is a commemo- 
ration of a historical event that once was or an actual reliving 
of the Exodus in the present. The hasidic commentators prefer 
the latter explanation: each of us must come forth from our 
own straits, and that is the true and ever-recurring Exodus 
from Egypt. Here the Sefat Emet tries to reconcile the two 
views, seeing faith as the bridge that transforms the historic 
event of the past, one in which we all took part in a general 
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and collective sense, into the spiritual event of the present, one 
that can happen to each person only in his or her own way. 


a 6 
“Then Moses and the children of Israel sang” (Ex. 15:1). After 
the exile, after the redemption: now they understood that the 
whole process had taken place so that the rule of heaven be 
manifest. When it says “They had faith in the Lord and in His 
servant Moses” (Ex. 14:31), it means that they looked back at 
the whole of their exile and accepted it in love. Their song was 
about the whole thing; they even sang to God for hardening 
Pharaoh’s heart [thus prolonging their suffering]! They sang: 
“The enemy said: ‘I shall pursue, catch up, divide the spoils, 
consume them, put them to the sword, destroy them by my 
hand’” (Ex.15:9). For this too they offered praise, for they saw 
that it had all led to greater glorification of the name of God. 
This is how Moses gave them strength, saying: “Stand firm - 
and see the salvation of the Lord” (Ex. 14:13). Once they heard 
that all would be for God’s glory, they accepted it all in love. 
We need to know the same thing in this present exile, as 


Scripture says: “As in the days when you came out of Egypt, I 
will show you wonders” (Mic. 7:15). 


3:68 


This was said on Pesah in 1882, the year after the pogroms 
began in Russia. Some day, he says, after the redemption, we 
will understand that it was all for God’s glory, and in retro- 
spect we will accept it all in love. 

Could he have said this after 1945: What would we say of 
one who did? Would we call it faith, folly, or blasphemy: 


— i | 


In the Midrash on the Song of Songs: “Let us sing to the One _ 
who made us like princes in the world!” “This people I formed 
to tell of My glory” (Is. 43:21). : 
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When they came out of Egypt, Israel were re-formed, like 
new creatures set aside to manifest the kingdom of God in the 
world. This is why we tell the tale of liberation from Egypt, 
bearing witness each day to our Creator. This act of manifest- 
ing God’s kingdom depends upon the inner work we do in our 
hearts, as we make clear in our hearts how our deeds are 
joined to God. 

We do this [especially] in the days of counting, as it says: 
“Count for yourselves” [or “Tell yourselves” —u-SeFaRtem/ 
ve-SiPpaRtem]. 

The entire Song of Songs is based on this: Israel creating 
light by their deeds, drawing all things in the world to their 
Root, raising them up as with pleasing scent to the Lord. We 
see this especially on this holiday and in the telling of the tale, 
“so that you remember the days when you came out of Egypt 
all the days of your life” (Deut. 16:3). “Remembering” means 
“mentioning” orally; the telling of this night gives us the 
power to continue “telling the tale” all year long. .. . 

3:65 


Here the telling of the Exodus tale is uplifted from the realm 
of ritual to become, as in the Bible itself, a description of the 
sacred task of Israel throughout our lives. Each day, by our 
deeds as inspired by our words, we are to tell the world that 
God brought us slaves out of Egypt and that we have not 
forgotten! 

The religious life that stems from this imperative is one that 
most of us have hardly begun to live, but one that calls upon 
us from the pages of Scripture as it does from the Sefat Emet. 
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SHAVU’OT 


“On the day of the first-fruits, as you offer a new gift to the 
Lord...” (Num. 28:26). 

God created the world through Torah. Therefore, the inner 
life of all creatures is the power of beginning that derives from 
Torah. Thus the sages taught: “[God created the world] for the 
sake of Torah, which is called ‘beginning’.” Or, as Scripture 
says: “He declared to His people the power of His acts” (Ps. 
111:6), for Torah is the original power of creation. Creation 
was in such a fashion, however, that this inwardness was hid- 
den. Now, with the giving of Torah, it was revealed, and every- 
thing became joined to its root. 

This is the meaning of “Face to face [or ‘Facing inward’] God 
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spoke to you” (Deut. 5:4). So, too, their statement: “With 
every word the whole world filled up with spices.” This also 
explains [the verse:] “Torah was divided into seventy lan- 
guages.” It is all as we have said, for then the life-force of 
Torah was drawn forth and revealed to all creatures. 

The Ten Commandments (lit.: “words”) are parallel to the 
ten utterances [of Creation], as the holy Zohar says. But the 
“utterance” is silent and secret, while the “word” is revealed. 
“The king’s word” is his rule. Then it was revealed that the 
power of Torah gives life to all and rules over all that is. The 
most essential “receiving of the Torah” was this revelation. 
That is why the Targum translates “The Lord descended upon 
Mount Sinai” (Ex. 19:20) as “was revealed.” God fills the en- 
tire world, but until then it was hidden. 

That is why this day is called “the day of the first-fruits.” 
Everything now becomes attached to its beginning and is in 
this way renewed. Thus, too, it says: “He renews in His good- 
ness each day the work of Creation.” “His goodness,” the rab- 
bis explain, is Torah, since the inner life-force of Creation: 
comes from Torah. Each day, to be sure, Creation is renewed, 
but in a hidden way. On Shavu’ot it is more revealed. The evil 
urge is negated on this day, since it is revealed that even the 
life-force that animates the demonic side comes from that 
inner point.... 


4:22 


The real revelation of Torah is the uncovering of the great se- 
cret of existence: that everything is animated by the single 
life-force that derives from the word of God. We are not given 
a Torah that is in any way separate from that which we are 
given in Creation itself. Torah is the key that unlocks the hid- 
den meaning of all existence. As such, Torah has to be mani- 
fest in seventy languages and accessible to all God's 
creatures. While this interpretation of revelation is offered in 
a deeply Jewish context, its understanding of revelation’s true 
meaning gives it an inevitably universalist tone. The Sefat 
Emet shows us once again that these two values do not have. 
to stand in conflict with each other. 
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“Face to face the Lord spoke to you” (Deut. 5:4). 

It is taught: “May the good one [Moses] come and receive 
the good [Torah] from the Good [God] for the good [Israel].” 

The inwardness of all things is good. It has only been ad- 
mixed with evil because of sin. But the hour when the Torah 
was given was one of complete freedom. The hidden goodness 
was then distinguished, just as in [the verse:] “God saw that 
the light was good and He distinguished between light and 
darkness” (Gen. 1:4). He hid the light away for the righteous. 

It is also written: “God is good to all” (Ps. 145:9). This 
means that God is good to the whole. When it says: “Assem- 
ble the people for Me” (Deut. 4:10), referred to as the day of 
assembly, we are told that “Israel encamped there facing the 
mountain” (Ex. 19:2). The verb encamped is singular, for they 
were “like a single person.” That is why inwardness, which is 
called the good, was revealed to them. 

Torah is called “good,” but the inwardness of Israel’s own 
souls is also goodness. That is the oral Torah, of which it is 
written: “He implanted eternal life within us.” This is the 
meaning of “I am the Lord your God” (Ex. 20:2)—the portion 
of the transcendent God hidden within every Jewish person. 

It is written: “The Lord is my strength and the source of my 
strength” (Jer. 16:19). Torah is called strength. This refers to 
the power [to create] oral Torah, placed by God into the very 
essence of Israel’s souls. Not only that—He continually keeps 
adding power and strength to Israel. That is why He is both 
“my strength” and “source of my strength”—the strength that 
is within me also comes from Him! These are the two loaves 
that get waved about on this day, to show that Israel’s portion, 
the oral Torah, also comes from God. 

Scripture says: “All the people saw the thunder and light- 
ning, the shofar sound and the smoking mountain; the people 
saw, trembled, and stood far off” (Ex. 20:18). Why does the 
word “saw” have to be repeated? Because through these light- 
visions their own selves were revealed to them. The sages read 
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“face to face” as a mirror: each one saw his own form. This is 
the meaning of “face to face is as in water” (Prov. 27:19). As 
the inner person is revealed to Torah, so is each Jew’s inward 
portion in Torah revealed to us. Every Jew has a particular por- 
tion within Torah; that is why Torah appears to us as water, 
[reflecting our own souls]. 

That is why we are told that Israel’s souls passed out of them 
[at Sinai]: each saw through the holy spirit the root of his or her 
own soul above. That is why they trembled, so excited [were 
they] at the realization that while they were yet in this lowly 
world, their form was engraved above. Israel at Sinai were like 
the souls that first come into this world, as they are adjured: 
“Be righteous, not wicked!” We, too, are adjured since Sinai to 
keep the Torah. Just as those souls come into this world against 
their will, so did Torah restore the souls of Israel against their 
will, for they had attached themselves [above], because of so 
much love. “My soul leapt forth as he spoke” (Cant. 5:6). 

4:30 


This teaching could serve as a fine introduction to the reli- 
gious philosophy of the Sefat Emet. There is a single inward 
goodness, or Godliness, of which God, Torah, and the souls 
of Israel all partake. Torah and the moment of its revelation 
are the means through which Israel discover that their own 
souls are of the essence of that same goodness, on the inner- 
most level not separated from God and Torah. This includes 
the oral teachings they create throughout all generations: 
these, too, are part of that same goodness. This realization 
brings Israel to ecstatic “death” in the passionate love 
aroused by this ultimate self-discovery; they have to be 
forcibly revived at Sinai so that they go on living in this 
world, even while knowing the true nature of their own souls. 
Pee 

= 2 


We have a prayer that says: “May He open our hearts in His © 
Torah, placing His love and awe in our hearts, so that we not 
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sin.” The Talmud, [referring to one who has learning but no 
awe,]| says: “Woe to the one who has no dwelling-place but 
makes himself a gateway for a dwelling.” All of wisdom and 
Torah is but an entrance-way into “Awe before the Lord; that 
is his treasure” (Is. 33:6). Once Israel’s hearts are opened by 
the power of Torah, they are able to receive awe and love. ... 
In this way I heard my grandfather explain why they estab- 
lished that the Scroll of Ruth be read on Shavw’ot. People say 
that the main thing is “study and prayer.” Prayer is derived from 
King David, of blessed memory. David /malkhut] also represents 
awe, showing that “if there is no awe, there is no wisdom.” 
4:30 


Here is a very powerful statement that undercuts the Torah- 
centeredness that we are likely to feel on Shavu’ot. It reminds 
us, even at this moment, that Torah-learning is instrumental, 
not an end in itself. This awareness is maintained through- 
out Hasidism, even in the very learned and study-centered 
circles represented by the Sefat Emet. The Book of Ruth, cul- 
minating in the birth of David, is a counterpoint to the Torah 
reading of this day, showing us that all of Torah is only a gate- 
way, one that leads to the real work of opening our hearts in 
joyous love and awe. 

The teaching implies a reversal of the usual kabbalistic 
symbols. Here, based on a Talmudic passage, Torah-learning 
{hokhmah] is shown to be a gateway to awe [malkhut], show- 
ing once again the circular quality of God’s sefirot. 


—— 1. 


With regard to the reading of Ruth on Shavu’'ot: 

This is a matter of oral Torah. The blessed Holy One asks 
of Israel that by their deeds they add on to the written Torah, 
since the deeds of the righteous are Torah. Out of the deeds of 
Boaz and Ruth, this scroll was composed in the holy spirit. 

The Torah says: “God spoke all these words, saying” (Ex. 
20:1). The “saying” [or “to say”] means that Israel should say 
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words like these of their own accord. That is why we bless the 
One “who gave us the.true Torah and implanted eternal life 
within us.” This is the oral Torah, and it is in this sense that 
Torah particularly belongs to Israel. They have a special 
awareness for comprehending secrets of Torah, things that are 
not explicit in the text. 

This itself is the matter of Boaz. His name means bo ’oz 
{lit.: “strength (= Torah} is within him”]. He believed the 
sages when they said that an Ammonite, but not an 
Ammonitess, and a Moabite, but not a Moabitess, to be kept 
outside the community of Israel. He had no doubts about it, 
unlike the other fellow who said: “Lest I destroy my own 
inheritance” (Ruth 4:6). Boaz, by contrast, was happy to 
show that the interpretation of the sages is the Torah that 
was given from Sinai. Faith in the sages is the basis of oral 
Térahvs. 

4:23 


This idea that the deeds of the righteous themselves make: 
Torah, and that the oral Torah is composed of those deeds, is 
one that appears several times in the Sefat Emet. This is an 
original notion, derived from the hasidic view that the tsad- 
dik is an embodiment of Torah and that one can learn from 
all his deeds. The “sages” who created Torah in rabbinic 
times are seen already by earlier hasidic authors as the tsad- 
dikim of their generations. But our author takes the notion 
further in saying that oral Torah is an actual recording of the 
deeds of the patriarchs, prophets, and other holy Jews of an- 
cient times, going beyond their interpretation of the written 
Torah. Boaz represents this oral Torah as one who under- 
stands that he has Torah within his own self, waiting to be 
recorded and preserved as he leads his holy life. 

This is also a halakhically courageous Boaz, one willing to 
stake his life on his faith that the sages in each generation 
have the power to interpret and even restrict the meaning of 


Torah. Would that more teachers of Torah in our day had 
such courage! 
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“Face to face the Lord spoke to you” (Deut. 5:4). The Midrash 
likens them to a teacher, the one who gives, and the pupil, 
who receives. 

The blessed Holy One both gives the Torah and gives Israel 
the power to receive Torah. Everything comes from Him! Is- 
rael’s readiness for Torah is itself a unique form of God's grace: 
there they were, face to face with God, prepared to receive the 
commandments. 

This came about by means of Moses our Teacher, as Scrip- 
ture says: “I stand between the Lord and you” (Deut. 5:5). 
This, too, is aroused each year, and that is why “stand” is in 
the present tense, not the past. 

The waving of the two loaves of bread on Shavu’ot has the 
same meaning: they represent “bread from heaven” and 
“bread from the earth,” the written Torah and the oral Torah. 
Both giving and receiving are awakened on this day. 


4:25f. 


Here only fragments of a much longer homily are preserved. 
The point is that everything comes from God, who both gives 
us the Torah and gives us the power to receive it. We think of 
revelation as a dialogue, one side giving and the other receiv- 
ing. But in fact there is only one: God gives and God (operat- 
ing within us) receives. 

This teaching is attested by the comments on the two 
loaves: we might think that bread from heaven (manna) is 
the gift of God and bread from the earth our own product. But 
we thank God as the One “who brings forth bread from the 
earth,” showing that both forms of food are equally divine 
gifts. So too the written Torah, given directly from heaven, 
and the oral Torah, that which seems to well up from within 
our own minds. They, as he has already frequently reminded 
us, are gifts too, one being “implanted within us” by the hand 


of God. 
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All [the Talmudic authorities] agree that the Torah was given 
on the Sabbath, since Scripture says: “Remember the Sabbath 
day” (Ex. 20:8), referring to that very day. 

The essence of receiving the Torah is that Israel’s souls were 
drawn near to their own “place” and source, as in [the verses:] 
“Face to face the Lord spoke to you” (Deut. 5:4) and “I am the 
Lord your God” (Ex. 20:2), when each one saw and understood 
the divine power that God had placed within each soul of Israel. 

This is the true meaning of the holy Sabbath, the rest and ces- 
sation (SHeBiTah) when each thing returns to its place and root; 
that is why it is called SHaBBaT. Scripture calls upon us to “re- 
member” the Sabbath day. But “remember” applies only to 
something that you have already experienced once. Because the 
revelation, this true “Sabbath,” had happened once as Israel re- 
ceived the Torah, God calls upon us to remember it always. 

Now it is true that the principle of Sabbath was given be-: 
fore Sinai, at Marah. But now [at the revelation] [the people] 
felt the holiness of Sabbath right in their souls. This is the true 
“added soul” that every Jew gains on the holy Sabbath; it 
comes about through. . . being “bound together in secret one- 
ness” on the Sabbath. It is an “inheritance of the assembly of 
Jacob” (Deut. 33:4). 


4:28f. 


Here the key themes discussed above are attached to teach- 
ings around the Sabbath. The weekly day of rest is a time of 
returning to our own deepest selves and to the primal experi- 
ence we have all had of standing before God at Sinai. 

Said in broader terms, religion begins with the primal ex- 
perience of closeness or identification with the One. Since we 
are fated, for better and worse, to live our lives in this world 
of multiplicity and fragmentation, however, we are given the 
gift of moments of cessation, regular times to return to the 
oneness of all being. In that sense Shabbat truly is what the. 
rabbis said: a gift from God’s own store of treasures. 
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On Shavu’ot there are two sorts of drawing near. The hearts 
of Israel draw near to God, and the Everpresent draws close to 
Israel. These two forms of closeness are the two loaves that 
are waved on this day. 

We Jews glory in this day by calling it “the day of the giving 
of our Torah,” [referring to God’s closeness to us]. But God, in 
the Torah, delights in the closeness of Israel’s hearts to heaven, 
so there this day is called “the day of offering the first fruits.” 

4:27 


Each lover calls the day after receiving gifts from the beloved. 
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aggadah narrative; the portions of rabbinic corpus that deal with 
narrative and interpretive, rather than legal, matters. 


‘akedah the binding of Isaac. 


*Amidah lit. “standing”; the central prayer of rabbinic Judaism, 
recited while standing each morning, dusk, and evening. 
Seen as a verbal “offering” to replace the ancient Temple 
sacrifices. 


‘avodah lit. “service”; worship, especially regular prayer and daily 
devotion. 

Ba’al Shem Tov R. Israel ben Eliezer (1700-1760), mystic and 
healer, the first central figure of Hasidism in its later eastern 
European form. 

berit covenant, especially the covenant of circumcision. 


bittul self-negation; the overcoming of ego required for mystical 
insight. 

bushah shame; embarrassment. 

derekh erets lit. “the way of the world”; respect, proper behavior, 
the unspoken rules of conduct that should be known even to 


those who have no knowledge of Torah. 
409 
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emet “truth”; said by the rabbis to be the seal of God. 

Erets Yisra’el the Land of Israel; the Holy Land. 

galut exile, designating the geographical, political, and metaphysi- 
cal condition of Israel. 


gan ‘eden “the Garden of Eden,” referring either to the biblical par- 
adise or to the dwelling-place of righteous souls after death. 


ger (-im) proselyte, one who converts to Judaism. 


HaBaD lit. Hokhmah (“wisdom”), Binah (“understanding”), Da’at 
(“awareness”); a type of intellectual Hasidism associated pri- 
marily with the Belorussian Lubavitch dynasty, beginning 
with R. Shne’ur Zalman of Liadi (1745-1813). 


haftarah portion from the writings of Israel’s ancient prophets, 
read each Sabbath and festival following the reading from 
the Torah. 


halakhah lit. “the way”; Jewish religious law. 


Hallel a collection of Psalms of thanksgiving, recited with joy on 
festivals and new moon days. 

Hasid (-im) lit. “devotee”; in the context of Hasidism, a follower 
of one of the hasidic rebbes. 

Haskalah lit. “enlightenment”; the movement of Westernization 
and modernization among Jews in Europe, beginning in the 
late eighteenth century. 


hiyyut the life-force; the presence of divine life-energy within 
all things. 

huppah the canopy under which bride and groom stand during the 
wedding ceremony. 

Kabbalah lit. “that which is received, tradition”; the speculative 
and theosophical aspects of Jewish mysticism, based on 
texts dating from the twelfth century. 

kashrut lit. “fitness”; the Jewish dietary code. 


kavvanah lit. “direction” or “intent”; the direction of the heart 
toward God in prayer; more generally, inwardness or reli- 
gious intensity. 

kelipot lit. “shells”; outer husks or demonic forces that separate 


humans from God. In Hasidism they are seen mostly in psy- 
chological terms. 


Julav the palm branch carried and waved as part of the Sukkot 
festival celebration. 
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MaHaRaL R. Judah Loew of Prague (1525-1609), influential 
preacher and exegete. 


makom lit. “place”; also used as a name of God in early rabbinic 
sources. 


mal’akh lit. “messenger”; an angel. 
malkhut lit. “kingdom”; the last of the ten sefirot; symbolically 
identical with Shekhinah and various other female-associ- 


ated terms, seen by kabbalists as the female consort of the 
blessed Holy One. 


maskil (-im) an “enlightened” one, meaning a Westernized or 
modernized Jew, opposed to Hasidism. 


mezuzah a parchment inscription, containing two portions of the 
Shema’, placed on the doorposts and gates of Jewish homes. 


midrash the process of rabbinic interpretation of biblical texts, 
including significant elaboration, expansion, cross-matching 
of verses, etc., as well as the literary works containing such 
interpretations. 


mikveh ritual bath, used for immersion by proselytes, by women 
following completion of their menstrual cycle, and (mostly 
by hasidic men) in preparation for prayer or for entry into a 
more holy time or place. 


Mishnah the early rabbinic code of Jewish praxis, around which 
the Talmud was formed. 


mishkan lit. “dwelling-place”; the portable tabernacle erected by 
the Israelites during their wandering in the wilderness. 


mitnaggedim lit. “opponents”; the rabbinic opponents to Ha- 
sidism, chiefly in the late eighteenth century; by extension, 
pious eastern European non-hasidic Jews. 

mitsvah commandment, one of the 613 obligations of the Torah; 
by extension, a good deed. 


mussar chastisement regarding proper behavior, emphasizing 
ethics. The Mussar Movement was a revival of ethical 
pietism among mitnaggedic Jews in the late nineteenth 
century. 

nefesh soul, from a word originally meaning “self”; considered by 
the rabbis to be the lowest portion of the tripartite soul, the 
life-force itself. 

Ne’ilah the concluding service of Yom Kippur, recited just at sun- 
set, the time of the “locking” of the Temple gates. 


412 GLOSSARY 


nekudah point; used to designate the inward point of godliness 
within each Jew and within all things. 


nes miracle. A well-known play on words also associates it with 
the word for “banner.” 


neshamah soul, from a term meaning “breath”; the highest or di- 
vine portion of the human soul. 


nigleh the “revealed” Torah; nonesoteric aspects of the Jewish tra- 
dition, especially talmudic law. 


nistar the “hidden” Torah, referring primarily to Kabbalah. 


‘omer originally an ancient grain-measure; refers to the period of 
fifty days between Passover and Shavu’ot, a time when each 
day is counted, in anticipation of the renewal of the revela- 
tion at Sinai. 

parashah lit. “section”; the Torah reading assigned to a particular 
week in the yearly cycle. 


partsufim the reconfiguration of the ten kabbalistic sefirot into 
five “faces” or aspects of divinity, rooted in parts of the 
Zohar corpus but central to kabbalistic thought after Isaac 
Luria (1534-1572). 


RaSHI Rabbi SHelomo Itshaki (1040-1105), French rabbi, the lead- 
ing rabbinic commentator to both Bible and Talmud. 


rebbe hasidic leader or master. 
ruah spirit; the intermediary level of the tripartite human soul. 


Sanhedrin the court of seventy-one elders, which served in antiq- 
uity as the high court of rabbinic law. 


Sefer Yetsirah an early (third-eighth century) short speculative 
treatise on cosmology and language, later used by both 
philosophers and mystics in the development of their 
thought and terminology. 


sefirot the ten emanations of divinity that form the basis of sym- 
bolic thought within Kabbalah. 

se’udah shelishit lit. “third meal”; the concluding meal of the Sab- 
bath, generally held communally among hasidim, a time of 
special communal intensity. 

Shekhinah lit. “indwelling”; the Divine presence in this world; in 
Kabbalah, the feminine aspect of divinity that unites with 
the blessed Holy One. 

Shema’ a collation of three Torah passages, beginning with the. 
line, “Hear, O Israel, YHWH our God, YHWH is One,” re- 
cited twice daily at the center of traditional Jewish worship. 
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shi’ur komah a series of ancient Hebrew writings, now preserved 
only in fragments, concerning the supposedly gargantuan 
measurements of a divine ethereal body. 

shofar ram’s horn, blown as part of the Rosh Hashanah service. 

shtetl town (Yiddush); the typically Jewish-dominated small town 
of eastern Europe, in which most Jews of the region lived be- 
fore 1880. 

Sifre an ancient rabbinic midrash on the books of Numbers and 
Deuteronomy. 

sukkah the frail outdoor booth in which Jews are to dwell during 
the fall harvest festival of Sukkot. 

ta’anit dibbur a “speech fast”; a period of time for which a person 
takes on silence as a religious obligation. 

tallit a fringed shawl worn during prayer. 

tefillin phylacteries, leather boxes containing passages from the 
Torah, tied to the head and arms by straps, worn during 
weekday morning prayers. 

teshuvah lit. “return”; repentance, the return to God of those who 
have strayed; hence also, for the mystics, the longing of all 
things to return to their single Source. 

tikkun lit. “fixing”; the redemptive process, the restoration of cos- 
mic wholeness. 

tish lit. “table” (Yiddush); the public Sabbath or holiday table con- 
ducted by hasidic rabbis, at which discourses were offered. 

tsaddik (-im) lit. “righteous one”; hasidic master or holy man. 

tsimtsum lit. “contraction”; the withdrawal of divine light that 
preceded creation, allowing for an empty “space” in which 
the non-God might exist. 

vort, gut vort lit. “word,” “good word” (Yiddush); an aphorism or 
brief but witty hasidic teaching. 

yeshivah academy for higher-level Torah study. 

YHWH the tetragrammaton or the mysterious, unpronounceable 
four-letter name of God. 

Zohar the chief work of medieval Kabbalah, composed in Spain in 
the late thirteenth century; revered as a canonical holy book 
by later Jewish mystics. 


a 


Sep 
6 ee * Peay 
PSPS ov RN tay ot | cs i 
+. =e on) & hai 
“ie ee oe = 7 bs 
. ten Fee sae seo! ney 5: wold | 
aa 


™ 


’ ’ 
oN ere Deets os tet fue oF montis > rare teat 
Po ce iat 4 uy “i Cees bie Pia 


wf > pabeeele gas iw {tT TL OS' 7 eda 


ates t re ’ i z “ 4 zi i 4 Wi alsa t ey aa al 


Poa a 
We ae Jee . OS eS! Bee 


eet 3 cr Jogo. saree ete ee 


cs en Fare pe eons = Y ar) - - ~ 
DAY ye Og Mc oes MM Res cr cS Po ot a rar ssa fm 


’ - a 
OR wt Guanes: 7 ha 1 gE 


“PED TOPO y AW gee) eo Stave 
. - - ¥ 
ci u y Bo os Ne, ~ ARE ©) Aan ame be 
Gite aet “oe AE geeky) «Ate 
is wie OP RBRER osli ond ol BO * os 


ee | in 
, w 

= et ‘ ~ 
+ Bx 

od ENA gm a*) pit 
oes Dee - Sse Sas « 
F oe 
We 


site g Plane np satayes re LO“Gha: 
= po a PRS seers) Trew 5 


ip ~ ABR «in 
Heat Beigeaiaattte’ choy. 


tt heey ate 3 Wet eae 


® 
+. 7 


: Ct OF 
tas Peon Zea Se 


INDEX 


Note: The Sefat Emet (person) is not italicized in the index; the Sefat Emet (text) is. 


A 


Aaron, 126, 127, 159, 162, 163, 171, 
193, 196, 229, 233, 244, 245, 246, 
254, 293, 368-69 

Abba (rabbi} of Neyshtat (Nowe Mi- 
asto), xxiii n.21 

Abraham: circumcision of, 24, 27-28, 
30; dawn prayers by, 28-29; fear of 
God, 31-32; “garment of skin” of, 
58, and love of God, 38-39, 241; 
and manna, 103, ownership of 
Earth by, 204; trial of, 36, 346-47; 
veneration of, 8, 21; wanderings in 
Egypt, 23, 27, 28, 304; and water 
and fire symbolism, 58; wisdom 
of, 19, 20 

Abraham of Ciechanow (rabbi, 
1784-1875}, xxii 

acosmic mysticism, xliv, xlvi 

acquisition {muchness”), 52 

Adam: creation of, 10, 170, 292, 336; 
expulsion from Eden, 8-9, 16; as 
living soul, 74 

afflictions, 171, 176 


afikoman, 393 

aggadah, 214, 409 

Agudat Yisra’el, lvi, 266 

Aharey Mot, 179-83 

‘akedah (binding of Isaac), 32, 347, 409 

Akiba (rabbi), 159 

alienation, 176 

Alsheikh, R. Moses, 305 

Alter, R. Abraham Issachar Benjamin, 
xxxiii 1.46 

Alter, R. Avraham Mordecai (“Imrey 
Emet”}, lvii-lviii, 266 

Alter, R. Judah Leib (of Gora 
Kalwaria]. See Sefat Emet (R. 
Judah Leib Alter) 

Amalek, 49, 50, 102, 106, 385 

‘ami (My people}, 4, 10 

'Amidah (“standing”| prayer, 1, 47, 
270, 409 

anthropocentrism, 170 

anti-Semitism, Polish, xviii, li 

atonement, 351, 352, 354 

Attar, R. Hayyim ibn, 205 

'avodah (“service”), 28-29, 409 


ayin (“nothingness”), xxxix n.50 
yin (“nothingness”) Bis 
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B 


Ba’al Shem Tov (R. Israel ben Eliezer, 
1700-1760), xvii, xxi, xxix, 141, 
188, 344, 372, 409 

Babel, tower of, 15, 77 

Baer, R. Dov (of Miedzyrzec, 1704- 
1772), xvii, xxii, xxxix 

Balaam, 257, 260 

Balak, 257-62 

Baruch ben Neriah, 304 

be’er (well), 38, 251, 284, 286 

Be-Ha’alotekha, 229-34 

Be-Har, 201—7 

Be-HiBaR’aM/Be’aBRaHaM, 28 

be-hibar’am/be-he bera’am, 63 

Be-Hukkotay, 206, 209-15 

Be-Midbar, 219-23 

Ben Sira, 205 

Bere’shit, 3-11, 347 

Beriah, R. Moses Eliakim (1777-1828}, 
xxi 


berit (covenant), 24, 330-31, 409 

Be-Shalah, 99-104 

bet midrash, in Poland, xviii n.9 

Bezalel, 143 

Bi adoni (“my Lord is within me"), 68, 

69, 70 
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Ki Tissa’, 129-34 

ko'ah ha-po'el ba-nif'al (“the power of 
the Maker within the made”), 
xlii-xliii 

kohen (priest), 232 

Kook, R. Abraham Isaac ha-Kohen 
(1865-1935), lvii n.85, 190-91, 
266, 394 

Korah, 142, 243-48 

korban |sacrifice/drawing near}, 149, 
157 


L 


Leib, R. Judah, 240 

Leiner, R. Mordecai Joseph (of Izbica, 
1801-1853), xxii, xxix, 57 

Iekah (teaching), 121 

Lekh Lekha, 19-25 

levi, 143, 232 

Leviticus, commentary on, 153-215, 360 

Lot, wanderings in Egypt, 23 

lulav, 334, 359, 369, 372, 410 

Luria, R. Isaac (1534-1572): and “bro- 
ken vessels,” 262; and God’s one- 
ness, 68; and partsufim, 412, 
Sabbath table-song of, xliii, 67, 
239, Shabbat as a field, 46; and 
Torah as basis of world, xxvi 

lying (lies), 311 


M 


ma’amarot (utterances), 273, 274 

ma’aseh, 214 

magic, 312-14 

MaHaRal |R. Judah Loew of Prague], 
xxvii n.31, lii n.76, 203, 209, 318, 
395, 411 

Maimonides (Moses ben Maimon), 
xliv, 290, 332 


mal’akh (“messenger”), 202, 411 

malkhut (“kingdom”), 367, 403, 411 

manna, 14, 102, 103, 246, 252, 266 

martyrdom, 198 

maskilim (“enlightened ones”), 411 

Masse’ey, 275-79 

Mattot, 269-74 

matzot, 389, 390 

Meir (rabbi}, 219 

Meisels, R. Dov Berush (of Warsaw}, 
xxxi 

mel’akhah (work), 135, 139 

Mendel, R. Menahem (of Kotsk, 
1787-1859): commentary on Exo- 
dus, 114, 115, death of, xxviii, 
xxxii; on power of rebbe, 194; in 
Przysucha circle, xxii, xxiv, 
Xxvii-xxix, xxx; succession of, 
xxiv, xxvii; as “the pillar of 
truth,” xxxiv-xxxv 

mesirut nefesh (self-sacrifice), 197-98 

messianism, 84, 231, 232, 286 

Metsora’, 173-77 

mezuzah, 320, 325, 411 

midbar (wilderness), 219-20 

Midrash: on closed parashah, 76; com- - 
mentary on 1 Chronicles, 74; 
commentary on Deuteronomy, 62, 
226, 259, 271, 283, 317, 325, 329, 
374, commentary on Ecclesiastes, 
198; commentary on Exodus, 50, 
83-84, 85, 96, 99, 111, 115, 132, 
commentary on Genesis, 5, 6, 9, 
40-41, 47, 52, 77, 186, 347; com- 
mentary on Isaiah, 233, 248; com- 
mentary on Jeremiah, 106, 124, 
175, 269, 306; commentary on 
Job, 30, 68, 223, 245, commentary 
on Leviticus, 159, 175, 204, 214, 
360; commentary on Numbers, 
219, 221, 227, 229, 231, 276, com- 
mentary on Proverbs, 71, 89, 94, 
101, 102, 115, 123, 141-42, 155, 
156, 190, 205, 212, 233, 247, 285, 
301, 305; commentary on Psalms, 
19, 20, 34, 35, 83, 117, 126, 147, 
150, 167, 169, 194, 195, 196, 201, 
211, 235, 241, 254, 289, 344, com- 
mentary on Song of Songs, 86, 
100, 119, 137, 253, 396; defined, 
41 1; and evil talk, 272; Hasidic 
study of, xxxvi; on Rebecca’s love 
for Jacob, 39-40, on Torah, 118 


Midrash Tanhuma, 24, 121, 135, 159, 
285, 305, 323 

Mi-Kets, 61-65 

mikveh (ritual bath), 353, 411 

miracles, 203, 380, 381, 382, 412 

Miriam, 246, 254, 293, 319 

misgav |refuge}, 84 

mishkan {“dwelling-place”}, 117, 
118-19, 120, 136, 138, 140, 142, 411 

Mishnah: and atonement, 351; Avot 1, 
163; Avot 5:1, 108; Avot 5:19, 257; 
defined, 411, Hasidic study of, xxv; 
and Korah, 243; “The world stands 
upon three things: Torah, worship, 
and deeds of kindness,” xxvi 

Mishpatim, 111-16 

mitnaggedim (“opponents”), xxxvii 
n.49, 200, 411 

mitsvot (sing., mitsvah; command- 
ments): defined, 411; generations 
as, 14-15; original, 93-94, purpose 
of, 123-24, 125, 180, 181-82, 
235-36, 297, 316, 324, 411 

Morgenstern, R. David, xxix n.34 

Moses: as attached to Israel, 126, 
132-34, calling of the elders by, 
159-60; explanation of Torah, 62, 
284, 368; as prophet, 88, 260; as 
redeemer of Israel, 82, 83-85, 233, 
285; soul of, liii, 114, 127, 133-34, 
and tallit, 247; transformation of, 
113; and trust/truth, 142, 143, 
254; and Yom Kippur, 355 

Mount Sinai. See Ten Commandments 

Munkacz dynasty, xxvii n.32 

murder, 271-72 

mussarists {moral teachers), 307, 411 

Mussar Movement, 411 

mystical humanism, 248 

mysticism: limitations on understand- 
ing of, xxv—xxvi, xxvii; of Sefat 
Emet, xxxviii-xlviii; in traditional 
Hasidism, xxv 


N 


Nahmani, R. Samuel bar, 198 

Nahman of Bratslav (rabbi), xlviii, 112 

Nasso’, 225-27 

“natural religion,” xlix 

nefesh (soul), liii, 122, 221, 246, 248, 
378, 379, 411 
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neighbors, relations with, 188-90 

Ne’ilah service, 344, 411 

nekudah (point), xxxix-xli, xliii, lvi, 
412, ha-hiyyut (inner life-point), 
xxxix, xl; notenet hayyim ("life- 
giving point”), xlii; penimit, xlii 
n.57, liv 

nes (miracle), 203, 412 

neshamah (soul), 221, 246, 248, 412 

nigleh (“revealed” Torah), xxvi, xxxv, 
86, 412 

nistar (“hidden” Torah}, xxxv, 412 

Nitsavim/Va-Yelekh, 329-32 

Noah, 13, 27, 349 

Noah, 13-17 ° 

noah {“rest”}, 13-14 

No’am Elimelekh, xlix, 203 

Numbers, commentary on, 124, 219-79 


O 


Omer, days of, 194, 195 

‘omer (grain-measure}, 198, 199, 412 
‘or “skin,” “light”}, 171-72 

Or ha-Hayyim, 52, 205 

Otto, Rudolph, xlvii 


P 


panentheistic theology, xli 

parashah (“section”), xxxvi, 412 

parashat va-yehi, xxxiv 

partsufim, 412 

Passover. See Pesah 

Pekudey, 139-43 

perfection, 34-36 

Pesah (Passover), xliv, 199, 389-97 

Philo of Alexandria, xlvi 

pilgrimage, 265 

pilpul (intellectual casuistry), xxv n.28 

Pinhas, 263-67 

Pinhas of Korzec (rabbi), 222 

Pirke Avot, 358 

Poland: development of Hasidism in, 
Xvi-xxiii, xxxi; Haskalah (“en- 
lightenment”) in, xxviii, xxxi, 
xxxvii, li; puritanical reform Ha- 
sidism in, xxiii—xxx; urban Jewish 
life in, xviii, xxvii. See also Con- 
gress Poland 
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prayer: difficulties of, 47-48, impor- 
tance of, 47. See also worship 

prophecy, 259-60, 304, 313 

Purim, 379, 383-87 


Q 


Qol Simhah, xlvii-xlviii 
QoRBan (sacrifice), 157 


R 


Rachel, xli-xlii 

radical theology, ix-x 

RaMBaN, 154, 187 

RaSHI (R. Shelomo Itshaki, 
1040-1105); commentary on 
Deuteronomy, 95, 107, 284, 295, 
296, 323, 331; commentary on Ex- 
odus, lv, 93, 111, 118-19, 364; 
commentary on Genesis, 3, 13, 
14, 29, 33, 35, 129, commentary 
on Leviticus, 162, 164, 168, 173, 
174, 176, 197, 209, 214; commen- 
tary on Numbers, 266, defined, 
412, on Jacob’s exile, 74; on re- 
demption, 238; on sexual mis- 
deeds, 185, 187, and Simhat 
Torah, 334; on tallit, 241; on Ten 
Commandments, 134 

rebbe, 194, 412 

Rebecca, 39-40 

redemption, 82, 167-69, 194, 199, 215, 
237, 238, 286. See also galut 
(exile), Moses; tikkun 

Re’eh, 301-7 

regel (habits), 212 

rehovot (expanse), 37, 38 

religious speech, xxxv, 62-63 

repentance, 161. See also teshuvah 
(“return to God”) 

righteousness, 307 

Rosenzweig, Franz, 112 

Rosh Hashanah, 343-47 

Roth, R. Arele, xxiii n.24 

Rothenberg (Alter), R. Abraham 
Mordecai (1815~1855), xxxi 

Rothenberg (Alter}, R. Isaac Meir 
(1799-1866): death of, xxxii, edu- 
cation of, xx-xxi, xxi, interpreta- 
tions by, 225; as leader of Polish 


Hasidim, xxix—xxx, xxxi-xxxii; in 
Przysucha circle, xvi, xxii, xxvii, 
Xxix—XxxK 

ruah (spirit), 246, 247, 248, 378, 412 


S 


Sabbath. See Shabbat 

sabbatical year, 201-2, 204, 205, 206 

safah (language), 77-78 

Sanhedrin, 159-60, 412 

Sarah, 33-36 

Schneersohn, R. Menahem Mendel, 
lvii n.85 

searching, 71-72 

secularization, xxxviii 

secular publications, condemnation of, 
lvii 0.84 

seeking, 71-72 

Sefat Emet: commentary on, lvii-lviii, 
format of, xiii, xxxvi-xxxvii; He- 
brew synopses in, xxxvi, and Jew- 
ish exclusiveness, li-lii; as key 
text of Polish school of Hasidism, . 
xv, xvii, popularity of, xv, lvii; 
publication history of, xv, and rad- 
ical theology, x; writing of, xxxiii, 
xxxiv—xxxviii 

sefat emet (lips of truth, “true 
speech”), 77-78 

Sefat Emet (R. Judah Leib Alter, of 
Gora Kalwaria, 1847-1905): back- 
ground of, xv-xvi, xxxi, birth of, 
xxxii n.40, death of, xxxiv; educa- 
tion of, xxxi-xxxii; as leader of 
Polish Hasidim, xxxvii-xxxviii, 
lvi-lvii; marriages of, xxxii, xxxiii 
n.44; mysticism of, xxxviii-xlviii, 
as rav of Ger, xxxii n.41; reputa- 
tion of, xxxiii-xxxiv, succession 
of, xxxii-xxxiii, teachings (writ- 
ings) of, xxoxiii, xxcxiv—-xxxviii 

Sefat Emet—Likkutim, xxxiii n.46 

Sefer Be-Midbar, 217~79 

Sefer Bere’shit, 1-78 

Sefer Devarim, 281-337 

Sefer ha-Yashar, 297 

Sefer Shemot, 79-143 

Sefer Va-Yikra’, 145-215 

Sefer Yetsirah, liii, 412 

sefirot, xxxv, 138, 412 


self: glorification of, 185-87; halves 
of, 5-6, 347. See also bittul 
(self-negation) 

self-control. See discipline 

se’udah shelishit (“third meal”}, 
xxxvi, 412 

sexual misdeeds, abstaining from, 179, 
185, 187-88, 271-72 

sexual purity, 64-65 

Shabbat: consciousness of, xlix, as 


containing all six weekdays, lv; di- 


vine presence on, 37-38; as a field 
(potential of), 46; first, 102, 250; 
lighting candles on, lv, 21-22; 
loaves of bread on, 103, 157; and 
mishkan, 118-19; purpose of, 10, 
29-30, 72, 101, 129-32, 273, 302, 
315-16, and redemption, 167-68, 
202; remembering and keeping of, 
21-22, 130-32, 389, 406; sanctity 
of, liii, 67-68; as shalom, 51, 52, 
142, 196, as “the day for souls,” 
169, 278, 334, well of, 251-52 

shabbat shabbaton, 129 

Shabbat Shirah, 101 

Shabbat Shuvah, 349-50 

shalom (“wholeness”), 51, 52, 142, 
175, 196, 226, 254-55, 302 

“Shalom Aleikhem,” 6 

Shapira, R. Baruch, xocxii n.41 

Shavu'ot, 355, 372, 385, 391, 399-407 

she’arim (gates), 222 

Shekhinah (“indwelling”): defined, 
412; entrance-way as symbolic 
term for, xliii, 67; and malkhut 
(“kingdom”), 411, meriting of, 
117-18, 120, 121, 137, 141, 142, 
164, 239, 241, and redemption, 84; 
revealed to Jacob, 77 

Shelah, 235-42 

Shema’: daily recitation of, 78, 154, 
271, 303; defined, 413; hearing of, 
90-91, 107; hearing of God’s word, 
147-48, obligations of, 99, 100, 
197-98, 270, and tallit, 239 

Shemini, 159-65 

Shemini ‘Atseret, 371-76 

Shemot, 81-86 

shi'ur komah, 413 

shofar, 344, 345-46, 413 

Shoftim, 309-14 

shtetl (Yidd., town), 413 

Sifre, 291, 295, 304, 307, 413 
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Simhat Torah, 334, 371-76 

sitnah (“accusation”), 37 

613 commandments, 114, 143, 
233-34, 236, 297, 320, 330 

socialism, xxxvii 

Song of Songs, commentary on, 89, 
253 

soul: boundlessness of, 7; creation of, 
76; personal responsibility for, 
69-70. See also nefesh; neshamah 

space (‘olam), liii-lv, lvi, 143, 231, 
232, 304 

sukkah, 141, 334, 357, 358, 359, 362, 
363, 364, 365, 372, 413 

Sukkot, 357-66 


T 


ta’anit dibbur ("speech fast”), 177, 413 

tabernacle: construction of, 139-40, 
143, 364, purpose of, 140-41, 142 

tallit, 237-42, 246, 247, 320, 334, 413 

Talmud: on awe, 403; commentary on 
Deuteronomy, 317; commentary 
on Isaiah in, 43-44, commentary 
on Leviticus, 164; commentary on 
Numbers, 124; commentary on 
Proverbs, 212; Hasidic study of, 
xxv; Jacob’s death in, 75; on 
Joseph’s merit, 64, and lovingkind- 
ness, 331-32; Polish Jewish devo- 
tion to, xxv n.28, and Torah study, 
210; on Yom Kippur, 353 

Tam (rabbenu], 297 

Tanna de-Be Eliyahu, 354 

Targum, 205, 243, 319, 400 

TaRniks, xxviii n.33 

Tazria’, 167-72 

Teaching of the Priests, 149, 150 

tefillin (phylacteries}, 118, 119, 150, 
334, 413 

temimim (|sing., tamim; “the perfect 
ones”), 34-36 

temptation, overcoming of, 56-57 

Ten Commandments, | n.75, 90, 105, 
108, 109, 115, 273, 292, 313, 335, 
400 

Terumah, 117-22 

terumah (gifts), 119 

teshuvah ("return to God”), 34, 141, 
162, 225, 246, 346, 349-50, 361, 
371-72, 413 
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tetragrammaton. See YHWH 

Tetsavveh, 123-27 

theistic mysticism, xli 

365 prohibitions, 143, 154, 182 

Tiheyun (“You shall be”), 113 

tikkun (“fixing”), 124, 167, 169, 413 

Tikkuney Zohar, xxxvi n.47 

time: holiness of, 34-35, 143, 231, 232, 
304; moments of special grace in, 
38; and song, 231-32 

time (shanah}, liii-lv, lvi 

tish (Yidd., “table”), xxx, xxxvi, xxvii, 
299, 413 

Toledot, 37-41 

Torah: basic rule of, 115, 352; bound- 
lessness of, 7; dialectical relation- 
ship with, 112; as God's agent in 
creation, xl, 1-li, 3-5, 6, 85, 136, 
2.85, 335; languages of, 62-63, 
206-7, 283-84, 286, 296, living by, 
181-83; oral, 4-5, 71, 72, 75, 
115-16, 157-58, 190, 252-54, 266, 
272, 335, 336, 379, 385, 401, 
403-4; perfection of, 121; power 
of, 126; pre-revelation well of, 
38-39; and redemption, 194-95; 
remembering and keeping, 298; 
revelation of, 3~5, 10, 63, 94, 97, 
201-2, 234, 269-70, 326-28, 385, 
399-407; as word, 149-50, 249-50; 
written, 3, 4-5, 71, 72, 115-16, 
157-58, 266, 284, 335, 336, 379 

Torat Hayyim, 131 

transcendence (romemut), xlvii-xlvii, 
326, 356 

trials, types of, 56-57 

tsaddikim (“righteous ones”): defined, 
19, 413, education of, 56; mitsvot 
of, 14-15; as perfect, 35; personal 
practices of, xxiv; in Poland, xxii; 
in Sefat Emet, 143; tasks of, 
55-56; worship by, 230 

Tsav, 153-58 

tsedakah |“righteousness,” “charity”), 
269 

tsimtsim (“contraction”), xlv, 7, 413 

tsitsit (fringe). See tallit 

248 positive commandments, 31, 143, 
154, 182, 186, 233, 378 


U 


universalist thinking, li 
Uziel, Jonathan ben, 238 


V 


Va-’Era,’ 87-91, 241 
Va-'Ethannan, 289-94 
Va-Yakhel, 135~38 
va-yegal, 45, 47 
Va-Yehi, 73-78 
va-yekhal, 7 
va-yekhulu, 29 
Va-Yera’, 27-32 
Va-Yeshev, 55~59 
Va-Yetse’, 43-48 
Va-Yiggash, 67-72, 73 
Va-Yikra’, 147-51 
va-yinafash, 29-30 
Va-Yishlah, 49-54 
va-yiytser, 170 

verbal purity, 64-65 
vort (Yidd., “word”), 194, 413 


Ww 


walkers, naming of, 22-23, 28 

wine, blessing of, 131 

worship: forms of, 229-31, purpose of, 
153-55 


Y 


Yamim Tovim, 341-42 

YaSHaREL (godly straightness}, 116 

yeshivot (sing., yeshivah), xviii, xxxiv, 
xxxviii, 413 

YHWH (tetragrammaton): defined, 
413, knowing (da’at) of, 89; as 
manifest, xli, oneness of, 
xliii-xlvi, li, 68-69, 289-90, and 
“point” (nekudah), xl, xliii; unity 
with all creation, xliii, 306 

Yiddish publications, proliferation of, 
Xxxvii 

yir'ah (fear), 196 

yisra’el, 232 

Yitro, 105-9 


Yohanan {rabbi}, 75, 167 

Yom ’Aravah (Day of the Willow), 368 
Yom Kippur, 141, 351-56 

Yom ki-Purim. See Purim 


Z 


Zahav, Turey, 148 

Zalman, R. Shne’ur (of Liadi), xliv, 
xlvi, 318, 410 

Zikhron Zot, xx n.12 

Zion, ziyyon/ziyyun (“distinguished”), 
4 


Zionism, xxxvii, 191, 261, 266 

Zohar: on Abraham, 19; on affliction, 
176; classic themes of, xlvi; com- 
mentary on Exodus, 103, 113; 
commentary on Genesis, 13, 14; 
commentary on Isaiah, 10, 237, 
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358; commentary on Jeremiah, 
360; commentary on Proverbs, 
109, 222; commentary on Psalms, 
117, 196, 342; on Creation, 136; 
defined, 413; on “garment” of 
days, 35; Hasidic study of, xxv, 
xxxvi; and hearing wisdom, 37; on 
Jacob’s exile, 73, 74; and Korah, 
245; on oneness, 16; and peace, 
263; and Shabbat, 169, 238, 273, 
278; and shofar, 345; and singing 
cows, 227; and tefillin, 118, 150; 
and Ten Commandments, 400; on 
teshuvah, 371; and Torah study, 
210; on Tree of Life, 251, 283; on 
worship, 154, 155, 156 

Zot Zikkaron, xx n.12 

Zusha of Hanipol’ (rabbi), xlix n.73 

Zydaczov/Komarno school, xxxvi 

Zydaczow/Komarno dynasty, xxvii 
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“Recommended...for all libraries (con- 
gregational, school, or seminary/ 
university) that attempt to reach out to 
the spiritually inquiring Jewish adult.” 
—AJL Newsletter 


ne of the leading scholars of 
() iestisn and modern Jewish 

theology has brought together 
and translated a wide selection of the 
Torah teachings of the Sefat Emet— 
one of the last great masters of Polish 
Hasidism. Green’s personal insightful 
commentary on the words of the Sefat 
Emet create a remarkable work of Jewish 
scholarship, bringing the teaching of this 
insightful master to a wide audience. 
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